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Gabriel Orozco, Island Within aﬂ'IsEand, 1993.

Introduction

On Dec.ember 19, 2011, several compilations of footage originally shot and
broadcast by KCNA—North Korea’s sole news agency—were uploaded and spread
across the video-sharing website, Youtﬁbe. It was two days after the “Supreme Leader”
and dynastic ruler of North Korea, Kim‘Jong-Il, had reportedly died .at the age of 69,
after a 17-year reign. The videos depicted scores of North Ko?eans assembled in vast
plaéas in Pyongyang, the nation’s capital, seemingly weeping and prostrate with griéf
over the l_oéé' _of theif ruler. Citizens, tightly organized in rows, bowed théir 'heads, of
knelt to the ground in front of monuments to Kim Jong-Il and. their country in
- observance of the officially declared ten-day period of mourning. Groups of two or three
held North Kéfean flags outstretched, while others formed drderly qﬁeues-to await their
turn to salute the statue of their former leader. A KCNA newscaster, after announcing

the ruler’s death, proclaimed it “the biggest loss for our party” _ahd_ “our p‘eoplé- and
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nation’s biggest sadness”! while emitting audible sobs. The state news network also
ostensibly interviewed citizens participating in the pubiic mourning—aé all were
required fo do—quoting one woman imploring, “How can he go _liké this? What are we
supposed to do?"? One KCNA clip shows a young woman being interviewed, tears
streanﬁng down hér face::‘-‘I will change sorrow into strength and courage,” she says,
“and remain faithtul to respécted comrade Kim Jong Un.”? Within the Uriitéd States,
journalists, political commentators and Youtube users were quick to proclaim the North
._Koreans’ despair as artificial, and forced%which it was, of course, if one is purely
considering the sincerity and spontaneity of the mourners’ emotions. If one only
. considers the appearance of the spectacle, and the cooperation of its participants, the
grieving is quite actual; for a nation that only caters to a “truth” that has “never been a
. matter of fact so much as an expression of the Kims’ whim,” as the journalist Philip |
Gourevitch wrote in 2003,* it is th.e. public displ_ay and represeﬁtation of meaning that
truly is of consequence. | |
| This project 1s about the Well—knou;rn tragedy of the terrorist attéqks on
September ll.ﬂ’, 2001, énd'the multitudinous gestures of mourning and remembrance
that accompanied them. I begin with the recent example of North Korea’s. spectacies of
exaggerated grief not because I think the respective magnitude and s'igniﬁcance of |
September 1 1t and the death of Kim Jong-Il are, in any way, comparable. Nor do I
believe the political, ecoﬁomic, and cultural condiﬁons of the fwo countries can be

likened in any way. The example is notéwqrthy, primarily, because of North Korea's

1. “North Korea in Mowrning for Kim Jong-I1," 41 Jazeera, December 20, 2011,
http://www.aljazeera.com/news/asta-pacific/2011/12/2011 12195620221158 html.

2. Ibid.
3. “North Koreans ‘Weeping Hysterically Over the Death of Kimn Jong-IL," online video (2011), video
compilatlon [ast accessed 3/1/12, http://www youtube.com/watch?v—pSWN6Q 981w
. 4. Philip Gourevitch, “Letter From Korea: Alone in the Dark,” The New Yorker, September 8, 2003,
. hitp/{www.newyorker, com/dr(,hlve/QOO‘5/09/08/0‘50908f'a factd
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ﬁnapologetic. demonstration that public, official “truths” need not heed mofe

‘ cbmplicated historical and private realities. Underneath fhe couhtry’s oppressive
mandates and tightly controlled media, and beyond the perverse logic of its rulers and

* the ongoing “psychic and physical .torture” of its population,® there is a more univers_al
process at play, thaf every nation must éngage with; it is the creation and reiteration of -
shared memory and cultural values, which, by their very nature, are governed only by
their public reality.

The United States observed North Kbrea’s troubling grieving processes at a
distance, several months earlier having just Wrappe(i up our own commemorative
ceremonies and traditions devoted to what is 'genefally known as ouI; nation’s greatest
tragedy. September marked the tenth anniversary of the cataclysmic event, now mostly
known ﬁs simply “9/1 1,”1 and the decadal milestone was perhaps more of a .
consummation than most Americans realize or acknowled'ge. Observance of'the
anﬁiversary fepeated many of the rituals that have occurred on Séptember 11th of every

year: candle-lit vigils, flag-waving, solemn speeches perfofrﬁed dutifully by pélitical

- figures, and other familiar displays of sympathy and patriotic resolve. The apparent
\}olﬁme of these combined gestures seemed more massive this past year than in prior
9/11 anniversariés, as both the media and public sensed that the ten-year mark
necessitated greater Jevels of emphasis and reflection. Still, the subtle feeling that the

nation is approaching a new era—and one that is perhaps bound less by the poliﬁcal and
culfural gravity of the attacks—has become stronger, and seemingly m;)re inevitable.

' The United States will most likely Hon(;r the -victims of the terrorist attack on every

anniversary for years to corne, but just as North Korea underwent a éét period of

mourning for its deceased leader before becoming poised to appoint a new {or somewhat

5. Ibid.
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new) leader and future, our commermorative practices for 9/11 similarly have an arc of
active mournihg, determined by our own preexisting conceptions of American history
and tradition. |
It 1s these ten years after 9/11 that provide the frame for my project, in which I
éim to illuminate the ways that familiar symbols and practices were used in American
commemorative processes in order to grant the event a shared, higher meaning and a
palatable historical context. I argue that 9/11 commemorations and memorials typically
rely upon pre-existing, recognizably American motifs and traditions to label the event an
issue of immense national importance, aﬁd that the complex layering of appropriated
symbols warrants closer examination. It is important to emphasize thét many of these
American symbols and motifs—such as our flag, or our notiQn of ﬁeedomfhave been
used so commonly throughout the entire history of the United States, that their usage
can no longer reference their original meaning; This loss of tangible meaning implies
that their contemporary usage exists more as a process, an exefcise in patriotism and
nationalist disblay. The implementation of such knp’wn,.inextricably American themes
becomes a familiar thread within the commemorative artifacts and events that I examine
throughout this text.
“While their formal qualities will become patently recognizable, it is important to

.' define what precisely diﬂereﬁtiates “commemorative” practices, objects, or artistic |
,renderings from othef interpretations and treatments of 9/11. There have been
innumerable varieties of responses to 9/11, and not all can be considered
commemorative. Generally, artistic explorations of .internalized conceptions of the

eve_nt—such as Jonathan Safran Foer’s 2005 novel, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close’

6. Jonathan Safran Foer, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2005). 7
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or Gerhard Richter’s expressive painting of the Twin Towers, Septe?ﬁbeﬁ --should not be

considered commemorative. Instead, the category of “commemoration” can be contained

- within the objects, images and performances that are produced with the ultimate intent
of expressing pre-established, shared meanings or conceptualizations of an event or .
idea. This criterion guides my selection of artifacts to represent the greater aesthetic
and thematic trends of memorializing 9/11, and supports the notion that

- commemorative practices buttress the national project of recapitulating memory and
history.

In the following chapters, I have chosen to focus on four methods of
commemorating 9/11, which have generally existed in parallel in the past ten yeérs,
that I believe are boeh the most prevalent and the most revealing of our nation’s
interpretation and usage of the event. First, I focus on the American state’s early
management of the event, looking at the si)eeches, press releases and ceremonies
orchestrated by the federal government and their use of a limited vocabulary of terms
and gestures to convey the attacks’ national and political relevance. It is necessary for
this section to include anlack'nowledgment of media’s profound role in creating

- spectacles and unified experiences, which I shall also explore. Following this chapter, I
-will overview the erection of large and small, local and remote monuments after 9/11,
and their. aim to unify national experience and signal collective recovery. The
subseciuent section will delve into more microcosmic forms of commemoration, such as
adorning one’s house, clothing anel consﬁmer items with American flags and purchasing

~other forms of commemorative kitsch. This will lead into a discussion of the ubiquitous

predccupation with the image of the Twin Towers in 9/11 tributes, and how its three

7. Gerhard Richter, September, 2005. Qil on canvas. Marian Goodman Gallery, New York.
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states—intactness, destruction, and wreckﬁge—were embodied in separa{e genres of
image-making. These four categories of commemorative processes dominated
Americans’ experiences of the 9/11 aftermath, and ideally provide a comprehensive
- examination of our nation’s established processes.of rﬁaintaining a common narrative
and historical reality. |

| A fifth and last chapter looks at the year 2011, and its subtle suggestions of the
commemorative era’s closing. After years 9/11’s containment within an “untouchable”
realm that permitted little scrutiny or humor, public and semi-public satire and parody
-has gradually begun to integrate the event and its—by now-—quite familiar and
Somewhat tired memorial processes. The trend suggests the end of the “arc,” in which a
historical period or cultural fixation withers into antiquity, and retires as a symbol or
theme available for reference to-lafer era. This is a natural and perhaps inevitable
process for all (or most) nations, which perpetual.ly‘na\'figaté through shifting periods of
thought. It is uniqﬁe fo modern America that these shifts can be catalyzed or proclaimed
through humorous and satirical differentiation from previous trends of thought and
.dogrna. Despite the nation’s vigilant engagefnent with well-established, almost
~ universal methods of constructing shared histories and ideologies, it also exhibits a
cdntemporary bias towards critical thought, individualistic expression, and even ironic
detachment, which may ultimafely prevail over any singular, ideological preoccupation
- that Inay emerge. The terror and historical significance of September 11% provoked the
most fer.\fent and seemingly ubiquitous mourning period in the United States history, -
~ but it too has been bound by. a lifespan, perhaps determined by pree_xisting critical .

biases, and distaste towards singular thought, in recent American culture.
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Chapter 1
- Institutionalized Mourning, Meaning and Spectacle after 9/11

. It has become primarily the obligation. of the state to designate the

' rheaning -of.events that in'any way compromise its citizens’ welfare, whether
deliberately or inadverter'ltly.. War is the most severe and episodic cause of

B huma_n_.déath and.-suffering, aﬁd is preceded by a great float of national ideology
and purpose; it is political at its core. Most sociéties throughout human hiétory

‘have become accustomed to the process of sacrificing their populations for a
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prescribed mission or meaning, but more sponfaneous or unplanned casualties—
natﬁral disasters, shooting.s, bombings, what are now identified as a.cts of
terrorism—force this order to be revefsed. The event’s determined relevance to
the nation must be applied after the event has 6ccurred, and the govérnment’s
lack df control or foresight is.typically neutralized by prominent, ritualized
gestures of recbgnition and sympathy, in-tandem for a rampant search for an
accountable party. Those afflicted by a catastrophe surely appreciate the presence
and attention of government figures, and these gestufes are néw expected forms
- of validation of a community's loss or hgrdship. This str_ucturg has been created
b)% the nation itself as a key to its authority; it is the author of a population's
crafted narrative and the curator of 1ts confents,

The United States, as a co.untry that ciaiﬁs 's-tubbolrn control of steering
‘the global flows of commerce, military p'owér and ideoiégy, has ﬁiade :vigilan.t use
of the process of cémmemoration. Itis a.dept at projecting a poetic reality and
sense of meaning over unexpected catastrophes, from natural disasters to less
seasonal, more sensational bombings and shootings. This is an essential ability
for a democratic society, within which the members of goverhment—-——and the
people they ostensibly représentmare_never made to appear powerless. America's
. se_lf—ﬁssigned placement at the top of the new world order creates a special
obligation to compulsively place layers of higher meaning over any fissures in its
banner of stability and peace. By devoting attention to seiect in'.stances of tragedy
. and loss, it maintains the image of having tangible cdnnection:; with its citizens, -

and thus a commitment to democratic society. After unexpected events that
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prodﬁce casualties, America has shown a prédilection for prompt presidential - |
addresses and pgrennial memorial Ceremo_nies; both are rigidly Qommitted to |
mourning the léss of "citizens" while spouting an effluence of patriotic sentiment.
The modern custom of broadcasting a state-sponsored speech or ceremény on
nationwide networks has, of course, been limi’;ed to the era of radio and.- |
television; while print media could disseminate information with oﬁly aday or

. _tﬁb’s deiay,- the ﬁewspaper too strongly mediates between its audience and the
“real event.” President Roosevelt’s “Fireside Chats” demonstrated the imagined
intimacy that a live radio broadcast could foster be.twee.n a public figure and an
audience, and television is an amplification of this peréeived reaiity and unified
experience.® The Internet has continued to accelerate this process of eradicéting
media délay; the Obama administration has attempted to mimic Roosevelt’s
relationship with his constituents by posting “weekly addresses,” each réughly '
ﬁv¢ minutes long, on Youtube and embedding them on the White House
Website‘.*’ President Obama’s maﬁner ofsi)eech matches the calm and colloquial
_tone of President Roosevelt, and he also defaults to # second-person voice. FDR.
held exactly 30 Fireside Chats; President Obama has recorde;d over 150 and
cbunting. The pre-sident' devotes each video to a different £opic+gés prices,

bipartisan efforts, the “national tragedy” at Ford Hood9—and every speech

. “Fireside Chats of Franklin'D. Roosevelt,” Mid-Hudson Regional Information Center, last accessed January
10; 2012, http / fwww.mhric.org/fdr/.
9. “Your Weekly Address,” The White House, 1ast accessed January 10, 2012,
http: //www whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/ weekly-address.
10. “Weekly Address: Tragedy at Fort Hood,” Nov 6, 2009, http:/ /www.whitehouse. gov/ briefing-
room/weekly-address. Concerning the shooting at Fort Hood military base in Texas the previous day, in which one
gunman killed 15 people and wounded 29 others. :
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quickly, ine{ritably digresses into arpromotiqn of American’s most familiar core
values. FDR’s long and sporadic “chats” patiently explained issues like the -
irﬁplications of the Supreme Court’s growing power and conditions of an
‘impending coal crisis in detail; they are-enlightening by éor;trast. Both
presidents’ sets of addresses attempted to capitalize on the latest ﬁledia
technologies, but Pres’i.den.tr Obama’s brief weekly videos reflect 2 new paradigm
that prioritizes frequency and volume over content—a perceived need to‘
maintain authorship over the immense volume of alternative commentary being
produced and consumed online. Pérhaps Obama’s ritual videos can be seen in
direct 'oﬁpo'sition to Osama bin Ladeﬁ’s contributions to the same genre. As the
philosopher and cultural theorist Jean Baudrillard reminds us, “terrorism would
be nothing without media,” and, ul_timatély, “mediais part of the event i’cself‘.”fl

" The event is the War on Terror, an‘incarnation composed of thé constant
barrage of messages about the “good” and “bad,” the vir_tuoUs and ’_che terrolrizing..
Media is not only the vessel for inférmation about this alleged war, but is the

_ irﬁplerheﬂt for waging it in ea.c.h direction. .F.(-)lklorist Bul Ellis believes that
medié’s role has become “institutionaliz{ed],” and that it “magnifie[’s] the impact '
of the terrOris.t-attacks ihrough inténsive_and fepetit_ive broadcasting éf' the
images,” While it also “‘pr'()V(l)kes .ﬁnd modulates the grief p.rocess.”lﬂ By exteﬁsion,-
t'.he media also serves as the oxygen for the my_fiad cefemonies and memorials

devoted to 9/11 after the attacks; if comm'emofati.(j)_n and the creation of public

11. Jean Baudrillard, “L'Esprit du Terrorisme,” South dtlantic Quarterly 101, no. 2 (2602) 414, :
1¢, Bill Ellis, “A Model for Collecting and Interpreting World Trade Center Disaster Jokes, New Dzrectzons
in Folklore, October 5, 2001, http://www temple. edu/enghsh/newfolk/wtchumor html :
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memory always impli;:ate an audiencg:, it now implicates media coverage as well;
one gets the impression that these gestures would not happen without it.
Consequently, the news media has shaped the state’s long and repetitive
process of memorializing_ the éftacké on Septembgr 11t day. fhat that certainly.
falls into the category of events that are not preceded by a crafted meaning...
Politicians éxpected—and were expééted—to prepare prompt statements on the
attack in order to provide new information and, more importﬁntly, to designate
its purpose. Exactly an hour and ten minutes after American Airlines Flight 1.1
hit .the North Tower at the World. Trade Cente_r-—-—the first crash of ‘the four that
day—President Bush and his staff were already aboard Air Force One, departing
.Saras.ota, Florida where Bush had been reading to elémentary students. Though
its destination was unknown even after the jet was airborﬁe, the président and his
advisors were aware of their first priofity; the 9/11 Commission Report testifies
that their “immediate obj ection was to ﬁﬁd a safe location where the President
could land and speak to the American people.”'$ Soon after,.they had touched
'.'down at Barksdale air base, where President Bush’é staff fiuickly set up the
essential aécoutreménts of a presidential address—a podium, American ﬂa.gs, '
audiovisual equipment—and pre-recorded a statement. A few rninﬁtes after 1:00
pm, the statement aired on all major television news networks. If was .barely over

two minutes long, and focused on expressly reassuring the population of the

13.. The National Commission on Terrorist Attacks, The 9/11 Commission Report: Final Report of the
National Commission on Terrorist Attacks Upon the United States (Authorized Edition) (New York: W. W. Norton &
Company, 2004), 825. :

14, “CNN Breaking News: America Under Attack: Bush Holds Press Briefing,” CNN.com/ Transcripts,
September 11, 2001, http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0109/ 11/ bn:85.htrnl
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efﬁca(:y of their government and military. The president also did not hesitate to
portray the events ae, p‘rimarﬂy, an affront to America’s core ideology; his very
first sentences announced, “Freedom itself Was attacked this morning by a
faceless coward. And freedom will be defended.”'* The declaration prompted
other politicians to empioy the term “freedom,” along with a limited selection of
bfher familiar American “keywords,” with little restraint within direct responses
: to 9/11, or—in the fdllewing months, and years—in subsequent speeches an(i
campaigns. In e fiercely condemning comment published in The New Yorker s
first issue after the ‘terrc.)rist attacks, Susan Sontag characterized the rampant
repetition of familiar terms -by accesing “public figures and T'V commentators” of
trying to “infantilize the public.”!% She summarizes the Vocabulary well when she
implores, “Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a "cowardly" attack |
on "civilization" or "liberty" or "humanity" or "the free world?"16

Most"news coverage on September 11th, 2001 and the immediate days
following was devoted to relaying new information about casualties and the
pﬁ&sica} status of what quickly became known es “Ground Zero.” Perhaps the
government’s first emotive response that was televised—and ﬁherefore Witﬁessed
- on a national 1evel—§vas the news bite-o_f' me'mbers of Congress singing “God
'..'Bless America” while gathered on the steps of the Capitol on the e\}ening of
Sept‘ember 11th, The members of the Senate and the Hou_ée of Representafeives

had collected in a “symbolic display of unity” and, after a momient of silence,

15, Susan Sontag, “The Talk of the Town,” The New Yorker, September 24_, 2001,
http://www.newyorker.com/archive/2001/09/24/010924ta_talk_wtc.
16. Ibid. o - : :
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commenced an “apparently spontaneous chorus”!” of the ballad. It is futile to
attempt to assess the authenticity of the spectacle; héwever, it is crucial to '
acknowledge how the perception of spoﬁtaneity and sudden .inspirati_on can.
identify an event as a catalyst .Of a new era. I:t is a trope that is reminiscent of old
Bib_iical religious légénds and modern fables al_il{e,_i.n_.wh':m.h :.-.a protagonist
suddenly recetves inspiration from an alien source%—d_ivine':_or. otherwise—-—«z_;_pd
b'elcomeséquipped to .us__her'.jn .sa'lv.a_tion_. 'Céngrgsé ostensibly dismiésed their
partiéan diffgfences e__lnd.,_;_;in_ﬁ_nisor:l,.b.r;o._ke .c.'_u_t ir_ltb '(_.:.el:eb'r_'ation.of a new, bqst—g/ 11
x éra of unity and divi.rie;_p:rivi.lege. On %séver;il annual at}ﬁiircr_éﬁries Qf 9/ 11, |
r_,r_lt.‘:n_‘ll.)ers c;f the Hou_sé and.SeI_late that were present at t.he.Ca‘lpl.itol cour.lg_f.egated )
on t.h_e's:am_e steps to %eénact _thc; ﬁfst cefeﬁony, _cdmmer_ndrating_.what was |
perhaps the ﬁrst t.éfl.év._iée.d cotr_;memériation_ Qf the ﬁtt_acks (Fig. 1)

Members of Congress did not pro'ducej any flirther spectacles of patriotic
| resolve In the year after the attacks, bl_it the singulér rhetoric expressed by
President Bush and other political figures continued to shépe the essential
“meaning” of the event. These speechés collectively identi.ﬁed the day as a
moment of profound change for the nation, shying away from historical context
'aﬂd instead reliabiy reiterating America’s commitment to democracy and freedom
and Bringing Justice to—as Giuliani called the members of Al Qaeda in his first

press conference after the attacks—“barbarians.”'® Political successors have

17. Jonathan Karl, “Congress Vows Unity, Reprisal for Attacks,” CNN U.S,, Sept 11 2001,
http:/ /articles.cnn.com/2001-08-11/us/ congress.terrorism_1_attacks-world-trade-center-cowardly-
acts/2?_s=PM:US
18. World Trade Center and Pentagon Bombings, Video content (2001: New York City; CNN News), online
video. :
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-Fig. 1. On September 11, 2011, Congress members sing God Bless America in a
reenactment of their spontaneous.rendition on the same date ten years earlier.
Photograph by J. Scott Applewhlte/ The Assoc1ated Press
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continued dutiful observance on each anniversary, never deviating far from
patriotic sentiment; and yet reliably fixating on the neariy. 3,000 casualties—
though they are never referred to as such. Once the dust hadfﬁgurativély and
literally—settled from the sites of the plane crashes, and missing persons lis;cs
turned in?o a death toll, the proclraimed moment of crisis shifted into a steady
state of prolonged remembrance. All messages were subsequently de\lfoted to
commemorating the event, and all focused first on honoring the dead, expanding
.only slightly on the 9/1 1 lexicon. Acknowledging victims is a nétural and
underétandable gesture, but through its careful combination with key, patriotic
terms, it 1s a dévice that political figures have used to deepen our sense that these
fatalities were wrung for national causes. Casualties of the disaster are mosf '
commonly referred to as “victims” of a malicious attack or “heroes” irﬁmersed In a
patriotic struggle. As Robert Storr Wfote in a combined essay on Gerard
Richter’s painting Seplember and on his own conceptualriz-ation of 9/11, “In the
search for meaning in death, love of country historically takes precedence over |
other consideraﬁéns once it enters into discussion,” addiﬁg that “[this] process
has moved commemoration of the .Victim_s of the WTC a_ttack to the brink of
‘making innocent civilians. .into the first front-line casualties in a national battle
for survival.”1® Indeed, in their frequent tributes to the 9/11 event, President
Bush, Presidént Obama, and the many other state and federal ofﬁCers frequently
élevated all of the killed individuals to the status of the “izeré.” In his

comprehensi{re text, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration, David Sirapson

19. Robert Storr, September: A4 History Painting by Gerhard Richier (London: Tate Publishing, 2010}, 29.
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~ contends that most “commemorative language” is built upon the construal of the -

casualties as “icons of patriotic life, above all saturated with meaning,” and

therefore both worthy of the nation’s continuous attention and, at the time of the
attaéks, “worthy of sacrifice.”?* The remarkable potency'of this l_ahguage 1§

| r_egporlsible for transforming the incident into oﬁe that fits cleanly Withiﬁ

 America’s trajectory, rather than letting it linger in the iinpressi'on of chaos and
oblivion. Indeed, the \}igilant acts of commemoration that have annually flooded
the public sphere have already supplanted the force of the original event, so that
our knmﬂedge of éubsequent construals—the memory of our acts of
remembering, even—have become the Iﬁost ac_cessible, ‘and‘ the most actuai.

It was only a few months after the event that is now colloquially referreci
to as simply “9/11” evolve:d from an active crisis into la past moment, and one
that was acclaimed worthy of eternal reflection. Political speechés still routinely
invoked the attacks as a backing for new or proposed state initiatives, but the
gbvefnment’s influence also quickly extended into the realm of erecting a
template for public 9/11 ceremonies. Various methods of memorializing the
event were produced in a varlety of public and private spheres (and will be
elabérated on later) but ceremonies into which the state inserted itself rigidly
upheld a particular genre. These ceremoﬁies, which have been p'efformed with

' diligent r.espect to each 9/11 anniversary throughout the country, typically
| repli.cat'e the traditions of familiar military ceremony, and their 'struéture is

ultimately devoted to sanctifying the state. Exactly one month after the attacks,

*20. David Simpson, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 51. -
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Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and President Bush hosted a service ét the.
| Pentagon té mplicitly signal the end of what CNN identified as a requisite “30-
day mourning period for -tﬁe victims of the attack.”2! Thé ceremony was of
considerable magnitude, attracting an audience of roughly 20,000 guests, and
featured statements from Bush, Rumsfeld and other military personnel. The
program was a regimented succession of speeches, interrupted by orchestré
i)erformances of familiar American ballads. The audience phlegmatically listened
and szﬂuted when instructed. The decision to hold the large memorial—another
smaller one was held on thé same day af Ground Zero—was likely practical,
given th.e condition of New York City, but the Pentagon event, with its heavy
rmilitary presénce, its vast, orderly crowd, and numerous solemn solutes to the
nation cemented the impression that 9/11 was primarily an affront to the state
.and to the military. Later that month, the House of Repré.sentatives_ unaﬁimously
approved a resolution to designate September 11t of every year “Patriot Day,”
and President Bush signed it into law in December. The mandate requesfs that
on the day, all América_n flags must be flown at half-mast and that a moment of
sillence be conducted on the minute the first World Trade Center tower was hit.
No other national holidays have been formed so promptly. There is littlé doubt
that the government enacted traditions and spectacles of remembrance for
political gain—being equipped to justify the War on Terror and a number of new

measures within our borders {The Patriot Act, notably) was one benefit of this

21. “Bush, Rumsfeld speak at /11 memorial,” CNN U.8., Oct 11, 2001, http://articles.cnn.com/2001-10-
11/us/rec.pentagon.memorial 1 pentagon-memorial-pentagon-attack-defense-secretary-donald? s—PM:US. - _
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process. Oil a larger level, they serve to refresh the American narrative of
innocence and patriotic devotion, while signaling that the country has fully
recovered and remains functioning as a global power. It is the deliberate
~ repetition of certain words and sentiments, coupled with the ritualized
- ceremonies and flag-waving that, Simpson points out, fosters “normalization,”
which is “precisely one of the most effective ways in which culture is remade.”#?
Since the declaration of “Patriot Day” and the first assembly at the
Pentagon, which ostensibly launched the Commemorative era, communities in the
United States have dutifully performed moments of silence and other open
ceremoilies on each anniversary. On the one-year anniversary of the attacks,
‘Highland bagpipers led aprocessibn in New York City that inaugurated a full
day of ceremonies and events, referencing a longstanding American tradition that
itself references an even older, foreign one. Bagpipes have been used frequently in
subseqaent state-sponsored 9/11 remembrances, along with a limited assortment
of other rituals: memorial site inaugurations, honor guards, and flag ceremonies-.
The simplistic and reverent qu-al_ities of these i)erformances%as it is appropriate
to call them—conveyed an ultimate commitment to sanctifying 9/11 and
expressing our veneration. With specific regard to moments of silence, which
.embody the spirit of this geni‘e of commemoration, Simpson’s application of
 concentralion to commemorative culture elaborates on how these aesthefic rituals
work to assign transcendent value t(i an object or idea. Simpsen draws upon -

Walter Benjamin’s notion of “contemplative immersion,” which Benjamin

22. David Simpson, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration (Chicago: _University of Chicago Press, 2006), 17.
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coﬁtehds has become the expected method of art consumption. 22 Aesthetic
_experience must produce a state of full absorption, and therefore a departure from
* the ordinary—one that only designated groups can. achieve. Within the art
worl&, it is only those that have the literacy to extract desighat’ed meanings; with
moments of silence dévoted to a sublime memory, it is only those that have
privilege to the origiﬁal experience. As Simpson claims, this perception of
éxclusivity- aids the fetishizéltion of the “6bject” aﬁd the creation of ﬁ new
“spiritual identity” for the participants.2* Quiét contemplation about the moment
of 9/11 hence becomes an exercise in reinforcing the holiness of Americans’
ehlighténed—and private——experience, which in .turn reinforces the dogmatic
authority of the state.

‘The perceived experience of sharing an exclusive; sublime idea, which .is at
the.heart of Simpson’s application of contemplatz'vé tmmersion, remains the primary
.function of moments of silence and other ceremonies. Simpson sees the
production of qoncentration as central aims of memorial sites and monuments; it
is also central to most commemorative projects, which by definition work to
aestheticize a shared l_mémory. This will be revisited later. A concept that
Simpson’s use of contemplative immersion does not consider is the ritualized natufe :
of most staté—sponsored or public cefemonies, such as P.atriot‘Day’s instatement
of annual _moments of silence and NeW‘York City’s “Reading of the Names,” a

ceremony devoted to reading out the names of those who died as a result of the

23. Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility and Other Writings on
Media {Cambridge: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008), 39.

24. David Simpson, 9/1 1: The Culture of Commemoration (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 68.
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attacks, which has been performéd each year on September 11t since 2001.2
Contemplative-vmmersion may be the desired effect of a mg:morial ritual in its
original experience, but revisiting the ceremony at designated intervals relegates
- the original “moment” of 9/11 to a secondary status. Performing the ritual
becomes primérily recogﬂition of its own existence and usage, a self-referential -
spectaclé that, as Guy Debord would sﬁggest, indicates that “that-which ﬁppears

| is good, that which is good appears.”?6 The diligence and organization with
which a ceremony is per'fo_rme.d becomes its meter of effectiveness and therefore .
an indica’_cion of its participants’ devotion; the commitment to proces_é undermines
any need for actual contemplation or subjective recollection of the event. In the | |
case of the actual “event” of 9/11, which is still ostensibly articulated through
conducted moments of silence upon the precise moments the planes hit the two
towérs, the historical complexity and incomprehensibility of the attacks was
'sﬁbsumed_by the state’s readiness to impose 01‘"der and to sanctify évent_s that
were beyond its control. Thé pereﬁnial use of ceremonies that emphasize public
unity and private reverence are processes of active civil restructuring that lead
with the power of spectacle, aided of course by redundant political speeches 'and
média coverage. With the finesse of a country that is intensely familiar with the -
processes and uses of commemoration, the United States government swiftly
(;énjured a post-9/11 era only weeks after the attacks :Tm.d.implanted anew

- dogmatic system of belief and memory.

25. Robert D. McFadden, “On 9/ 11, Vows of Remembrance, The New York Times, September 11, 2001,
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/09/12/nyregion/september-1I-anniversary.html? r—i&pagewanted=all -

. 26. Guy Deb_ord, “Thesis 12,” The Society of the Spectacle (Detroit: Black & Red, 1983).
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Plates 89-97 of Lee Friedlander's mcnograph, The American Monument (New York: Eakins Press, 1976).

: Chapter 2 |

.Monuments, Cenotaphs, and the Rebuild at Ground Zero
- .If public, ritualized ceremonies work to recall the ideological and political
o co‘nnotafions rof a particular event, public monuments function to install them as
permanent ﬁxturés_ of a new cultural landsbape. The tradition of erecting
‘memorial sites undoubtedly has its origiﬁs in ceremornial .burial, a human
.'tend.ency that reaches back hundreds of thousands of years to our Neanderthai
ancestors, and ultimately signifies a reluctant attitude towards death and its
gbility to ﬂégate our existence. From this compulsion comes the syrﬁbolic plroje'ct

‘of monuments, which seek to immortalize a former entity by acknowledging its
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former being while pi‘bviding an effective replacement. Though both work
towards signifying permanent change and .a. positivist vision for the__future, the
monument’s dual obj ectives to signa_]_ recovery and r_espect_thé .e_ndu_;raﬁ-ce of |
tragedy creates a colmplexl C(;de of r'epfesent.ation. and .a heavily weighted buﬂding
and design process. The sense of a monument’s importance is compb_unded by its
permanence .ém.d ifs singularity; from their origins as the sole marker of a gr_ay.é,
-mqst monuments are designated as the é_s_s_‘ential éxpressi_on .of the évent’ o L
significance. | ”

With this iﬁ mind, the rapid explosion of 9/11 monuments across thf; B
| -cofmtry seems li_ké a strange feaction to -ﬁhé-event; when ouf imaginations S0
. quickly locate tHe a;ttacké .t'(_)‘ the World Tr;ide Ce.nter“ complex. But the
appearance of commemorative gardens, statues, benches, and other installations
in over 30 states—and foreign, yet predictable lOcatiohs like Israel aﬁd China—
demonstrates the degree to which the attacks wef_é view_ed as an affront to the |
~ entire coﬁntry. The nationalist imperative that bled from the government’s
response produced a newfound desire for the country to cohere; our identities as
hlembeys of Smaller communities needed to be applied to the new national -
project. Consequéntly, the creation of community 'r‘nemor.ials to the attacks
becomes another process of exercising patriotic identities and natiorial.unity. In
April of.'QOOS, .a Los Angeles Times article counted more than 250 public

memorials to the dead,?” another inventory of memorials across the country have

27. Cara Mia DiMassa, “Soothing Suffering with Steel: Remnants of New York’s Twin Towers are Reborn
as Monuments Across the U.S,” The Los Angeles Times, April 2, 2003,
" http://articles.latimes.com/2003/apr/02/local /me-debris2/2.
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listed 282 and is outdated.2® The recurrent feature of these monuments is the
central display of a piece of steel, retrieved from the wreckage of the twin towers.
The Los Angeles Times article mentions this trend and notes that the “steel
-remnants” were in fact knowingly removed from the sife by New York’s Office of
Community Management and “set aside” for this very purpose.®® Prompted by an
inundation of letters and phone éalls, the office mstructed workers té set aside
steel beams and girders and cut them into appropriate sizes for memorials; they
“produced “several hundred” monument—ready pieces-, all of which were claimed by
the end of 2002. The article also reports the story of Father Andrew Harrison,
who drove from Palo Hills, Illinois to New York City and back to retrieve a two-
foot segment of beaIﬁ fr'o_'m‘the World Trade Center site, which he “carefully
draped -with an American flag” and brought t.o his church, where it was installed
in the narthex and decorated with_eternally;lit c’ancﬁlles.s.0 It is one among many
accounts of peqple’s p_ﬂgrimage‘:s.té Groﬁnd Zero that the media has featured;
they are populaf because of their similarity _toVChristi.an parables, thdugh they.
still safel'y operate as selcul‘ar projects of loyal citizens. Father Harrison’s t.':ﬂé is
less subtle, however',_in its unabashed synthesis of i_)atriotic expression and
religious faith.- It is joinéd by similar reporfs of steal beams being used to rebuild
- a bell tower of a Roman-Catholic church, and of chufches otherwise functioning

as central organizers and locations of commemorative projects despite claiming

28, “List of 9/11 Memorials,” 9/11Memorials.org, April 21, 2010, hitp://91 1memorials.org/Pp=1.
‘ - 29. Cara Mia DiMassa, “Soothing Suffering with Steel: Remnants of New York’ s Twin Towers are Rebom
- as Monuments Across the U.S,” The Los Angeles Times, April 2, 2008,

. http://articles.latimes.com/2003/apr/02/1ocal/me-debrisg/2.
_ 30. Ibid. .
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‘their involvement is non—delr.mminationa].Sl All of these anecdotes seem to
celebrate the reunion of church and state, implying that 9/11 was exceptional,
holy, and transcendent of ordinﬁry law. ComP'ounded by post-9/11 racism and
infringementé on civil liberties, the reintegration of church and state suggests
~ that these boundaries (produced largely by éilegedly unpatriotic liberal |
progressives) are primarily theoretical and un-American at their core. Though it
is hardly the only commemorative domain to invoke religion after 9/11, the
preation of monuments that draw largely upon Christian allegory impose a sense
of permanence upon this new era of exception.
However, not all community monuments erected in the memory of
‘September 11t hold religious connotations. Mény are designed to be secular
representations of loss, and typically consist of simple stone sculptures set 'Within
a small garden or designated public and open space. “Eternal flames,” American-
flags, fountains, and benches—gentle encouragements towards quiet
| contemplation or cbntemplative tmmersion, perhaps—are common additidns, as are
engraved names of the dead, pérticﬁlarly if members of the community died in
one of the aftacks. New Jersey has the most, and among the most ambitious,
-monuments of any state; with 100 pﬁblic and ofﬁéial memo.rials,_ there is one for
aﬂmost every seven New Jersey residents who died in the attacks. The state’s. .
largest and perhaps most well-known cenotaph‘ 1s Emgpty Sky in Jersey City's

| Libérty State Park, which lists all the names of the state’s 9/11-related casualties

31. “America unites to honour 9/11 dead; September 11 - The day the world changed In churches and
museutns, schools and community halls, people vow victims will never be forgotten.” Western Daily Press (England,
UK), Sept 11, 2002. - .
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on two long, thin walls that run clésely paraliél to each other.3? It bears an
unmistakable likeness to both the Vietnam War memorial in Washington D.C.
and Richard Serra’s World War Il memorial, Berlin Junction, which hoﬁors the
victims of the Nazis’ ‘;Ak-tion T4” program with two long pieces of steel, standing
on their thin edges in a similar conﬁguratibn. Monuments in less proximal states,
though diverse in their specific formal attributes, also seem bounded by a limited
lvocabulary of shapes and concepts. To cfitique or condemn the supposéd
effectiveness of these small memorials is beside the point, and encourages the - -
Belief that American -co.mmunities must adhere fo a specific, post-9/11 doctrine
and set of éxpectations. However, it is important to acknowledge that their
consistent similarity to the countless other memorials that populate every town
square and public park ponﬂicts with their assertion that 9/11 was truly an event
that cannot be compared with-éther wars and tragedies. The Civil War and the
World Wars, as Baudrillard rér_narks, “correspond to the classical image of
‘war,”ss and therefore are commonly represented by small variations on the
theme of stone cenotaphs, bronze sfatues and polite fountains. The genre, of
course, was adapted from burial stones and still remains the most practical and
economical; if mourniﬁg th_e dead is the only'.q.ualiﬁer, then 9/11 certainly fits.
under this category. But the event hardly resemble(i normal warfare, and has . |

been proclaimed the “day that changed the world” and one of pdramoun’_c

82. “9/ 11 Empty Sky Memorial Unveiled in NJ Park,” NBC New York, September 7, 2011,
http://www.nbenewvork.com/news/local/ Empty-Skv-September-11-Memorizal-Liberty-State-Park-
129422688 html. : ' . :

.+ 383.Jean Baudritlard, "L'esprit du Terrorisine,” South dtlantic. Quarterly 101, no. 2 {2002): 406.
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importance to America. The rampant use of common motifs and modest
commemorative benches, therefore, are poised betﬁeen the desire to solidify a
new, post-9/11 nationalist comrﬁitment and relegate the incident to the safe
bowels of our manageable military history.

At Gréund Zero, plans for the new Freedom Tower and .the National
September 11 Memorial placed much more emphasis on triumphant display and
perfect symbolism. Restoring the formef World Trade Center complex to some
form of deliberate funqtio'n, whether commemoratiye or commercial, quickly
became “tantamount to showing fhe flag, (and] sending a message to the world
that American endurance is alive and well,” as the sthington Times wrote just
teﬁ days after the attacks.3* Aside from following through ‘on promises to avenge
the attacks and “exterminate evil,” rebuilding at Ground Zero became the |
greatest symﬁolic rebuttal to Al-Qaeda and the imagined multitude of America-
haters. Compoundiﬁg the impdrtance of the rebuild was the perceived spiritual
importance 6f the site; the wreckage at the World Trade Center ‘complex was
qui_cidy designated “sacred” or “holy ground,” terms that likely originated within
statements by Presiden_t'Bulsh, Governor of Ne\.ﬂf York George Pataki and New
York City Rudolph Giuliani, and subsequently echoed by the media. A born-
again Christian firefighter’s discovery of a “cross” (Fig. 2)—a steel remnant that
was sevéred into the shape—standing upright amidst other rubble was heralded

asa

: 34. “Ideas abound to replace twin towers; Debate is on new buildings, park, memorial at lower Manhattan
 location” The Washington Times {Washington, DC), Sept.21, 2001. '
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Fig. 2. A photograph by John Bott shows the steel-beam cross
found at Ground Zero, illuminated and covered with inscriptions
written by visitors to the site. From John Bott’'s monograph,
Aftermath: Unseen 9/11 Photos by a New York City Cop (New York:
Harper Collins Publishers, 2006).
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miracle and prompted a ifisit from a Vatican representative; who sent a
photogrdph fo t};é pope.®s The créss has I_‘ema_inéd a holy artifact and .is ﬁbw
installed at the 9/11 memorial, despite a ba.rra'ge.of critiéism from advocates of
church-state separation ahd. a lawsuit 'brought by .the American Atheists. The
disputes solidified the perception that the new memorial was primarily Qbiigated
to represent the spiritual cbﬁnqtations Qf the event, and was also capable of
conveying the_:'. religious_ makeup of the lentire country. It became immediately
clear that whatever was cons__truéted at Ground Zero needed to make permanent
the spiritual power of the site, for fear that the col_lective power of our individual
minds might erode our new national én]ighte_nment. |
Extra We,ighf was .added to the significance of the Ground Zero rebuild by |

- conflicting ideas abbutwhat the memorié] should consist of, and what type of
civic function Waé rﬁoé‘t appropriate. Early debétes centered on whether the sité
shoul.d be r_e_b@;ilt into a dest_i.n_a'tion of ﬁrchitectural and c;)mmeréial splendor, or
'. Whether a function-free site of éolemn remembrance would be more api)ropriate.
-Ultimately, the future site’s dilemma was an ontologiqal one, caused by its

Iocation at the intersection of histérical significance and of cultural and economic
potency. As David Simpson writes, the memorial “remain[ed ] under pressure.to

embody both commemoration and rehabilitation, each of which inevitably to
"some degree undermines the other.”s6 In his essay “In New York,” Hal Foster.

also pondered, “Can mercantile New York be crossed with mausoleal

35. The New York Post, “Holy symbols of hope amid the rubble” (New York, NY), Sept 25 2001.
36. David Simpson, 9/11: The Culture of Commemoration (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 61.
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Washington, say, or the World Trade Center turned into the Wor.ld' Traurﬁa
(.Ienter?”37 What emerged was a tense dialectic between a monu‘ment’é obligation
“to exist as a positive, physical entity and a negdtive signification of loss or the past.
In this particular situation, and more commonly with newer interpretations of
what a memorial can consist of] there is also struggle between whether
monuments muét, at their core, remain representational. In her essay “Sculpture
in the Expanded Field” art critic Rosalind Krauss equates “the logic of the
monument” to that of séulpture, which she calls a “histbrical’ly bounded éategory”
and confined to its “own set of rules, which, though they can be applied to a
variety of situations, are not themselves open to very much change.”ss The
monument’s primary function, she argues, is as a “commemorative
representation” since it “sits in a particular place and speaks in a symbqlical
tongue about the meaning or use of that place.”®® Representation via monument
is illustrated explicitly by the use of podiums, explanatory plaques or depiction of
an event or figure; in certain circumstances it is also required té become highly
abstract or an acknowledged superimposition upon what already exists. If the
symbolic power of an event is already ret.ai'ned by a specific location or moment
in time, other modes of commemoration become inepf or secondary. Such is the
dilemma of 9/11 and the nétionél memorial; Ground Zero and the wreckage of
the Twin Towers were already made to hold the entire meaﬁing of the attacks,

and its corresponding on-site memorial was obligated to either reinforce and

37. Hal Foster, “In New York.,” London Review of Baoks 25, no. 6 (2003}, p. 16.

38. Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Posi-Modern Culture,
ed. Hal Foster (New York: The New Press, 2002), 88. '

39. Ibid. ' E :
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preserve its post-9/11 state (a negation in itself) or create a new functional
structure that would inevitably eclipse it. City planners, politicians, architects,
and everyoneinvolved in the memorial planning were forced to negotiate the |
troubling implications of either preserving the image of a weakened nation-state,
or risk offending Americans with a disregard for a catastrophic event. The
. monuments that now comprise the National 9/11 Memorial applear to have made
concerted effort to aecommodate both interests, while ultimately expressing -
America’s superiority with structures that sport unsurpassed statistics of height
. and magnitude. The Freedom Tower and the pools, collectively named Reflecting
- Absence, are the main features of the National 9/11 Memorial, which was
dedicated on the 10% anniversary of the attacks despite the tower’s projected |
completion in 2013. As their evocative names suggest, the tower and pools
.represent their opposing obligations to colossal extensions; the two l-acre wide
_ poels have become the United States’ largest man-made Waterfalis, and the
Freedom Tower, with its planned height at a very deliberate 1,776 feet, will set a |
new American record for the tallest building—and will be the third tallest in the
world.

Reflecting Absence, 'design_ed by architect Michael Arad and landscape
. designer Peter Walker, closely adheres to the monument’s role as hegative
representation of Ioss‘ and things past. Located precisely on the original sites of |
the Twin Towers, each consists 'Qf a square, acre-wide indentation into the
ground. Small,.parallel streams of water emerge at ground level and follow the

-walls of the pool down to the floor, 30 feet below. The pools are reminiscent of
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the artist Michael Heizer’'s North, South, Easi, West, which consists of fqur 20-foot
deep, geometr_ical. holes that were dilg into .the ground in Sierra Neveda,
‘California, and lined with sheet metal (Fig. 3).# The work is aﬁ explorationrof ‘the
margins between altering a specific location and erecting a man-made entity;

~ Krauss contends that the work and others like it have forged a new sculptural
category between landscape and architecture, which she calls szte construction (p.
40). Landseape 1s natural, uﬁaltefed, and fized, and it functions as the negafive in
the same way that Groun(i Zero has remained am emphasized location in -
Reflecting Absence. Conversely, architecture remains positrve and distinctly—man'
rﬁade; as Baudrillard has remarked, 1t “expresses, signiﬁes, [and] translates a
kind of full, constructed form...part of the fiction of a society, an anticipatory
.illus.ion.”‘“ It has the capacity ‘toldis'play .eVidence of human manipulation, to -
create a singular, named e_ntify onto which we can focus our attention. When used
in a memorial plioj_ect, its deliberate arﬁﬁciality is also implemented te convey a

- sense of agency and recovery on behalf of the victim—which is, in this case, |
purportedly the state. The two angular, perfected i)ools of Reflecting Absence.
certainly projects the impression of its being “built’—by famoﬁs professionals

~ who competed with thousends for the Commission, no less—as a permanent and
immovable reclamation of the event. However, the two poels, along with other
components of the new merﬁorial, also pay homege to the natural “landscape”

‘that preexisted the attacks. Though the pools are ; articulated feats of engineering

40. Michael Helzer North, South, East, West, 1967/2002 (Dia Art Foundat]on Beacon NY),
hitp://www.disart.org/exhibitions/main/83. ‘
. 41. Jean Baudrillard and Jean Nouvel, “First Interv:ew The .S'mgular Objects of Archztecture (aneapohs
Umverslty of Minnesota Press, 2005) 5. . _
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and artistic ingenuity, they fundamentally operate as voids that reference the

| di.sappeai“ance of a former entity. Additionally, the enormous slurry wall, which
was ‘ofiginally built to hold back the Hudson River as the deep foundation for the
towers was being built, still stands on the perimeter of the rhemorial’s_ site,
remaining as a tribute to the pre-existent—and therefore In.a'tuml—terrain that

“has since been demolished by forces of terror and evil. An early design of the
memorial, proposed bj sta‘_r—archifect Daniel Libeskind, included portions of .
exposed bedrock 70 feet below ground level; *2 human remains retrieved from the
wreckage of the Twin Towers—mostly “bone fragments but also tissue that has
been dehydrated for preservation,” as the New York Times described—were
planned to be displayed in the National 9/11 Memofial Mﬁseum, until victirﬁs’
families protested and plans were withdrawn. 3 These designs révealed a
curiosify with relics of a past that ié certainly owed preservation, but the -
dismissal of these ideas proves that such proximity to the event—and to the
présent remainder of suffering‘and absence%remains 00 vivid, and too
'ulnpalatable. The commemorﬁtive purpose of the memqrial is largely to exorcise
the monstroéity of events from our private memories and relegate it to a specific
.physical space énd motment in time. Appropriate distance from horrific reality,
with access to a pure history and a reliable future were also crucial. As with other

commemorative practices related to 9/11, it is the National Memorial’s duty to

42, Robin Pogrebin, “Architecture: The Incredible Shrinking Daniel Libeskind,” The New York Times (New
- York, NY), June 20, 2004. Daniel Libeskind won an early competition te design the entire memorial; for unspecified
réasons the assignment was handed to Michael Arad and Peter Walker for the memorial, and David Childs of
~ Skidmore, Owing and Merrill for the tower. Libeskind has been granted the role of Master Planner despite limited
_involvement. : '
43. Anernona Hartocollis, “For 9/11 Museum, Dispute Over Victims” Remains,” The New York Times (New
York, NY), Apr 1, 2011. - . ‘ o
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- produce new meaning and visions of a fresh era, Which can apparently only be
accomplished through a delicate equilibrium of past an(i future—never present— -
and between the use of pure, reverent emptiness and constructed entity. The
memorial has achieved a stirring synthesis of these opposing needs through an
appropriation of landscapé and architectural practices. Rosalind Krauss identifies
this pattern of forging new categories between existing constructs, and situates it
.within the post-modern; she coﬁtends that “within the situation of

- postmodernism, practice is not déﬁned in relation to a given medium. ..but rather
.in relation to fhe-logical operéti_ons on a set of cultural terms, for which any
medium might be used.”** The N.ational. 9/11 Memorial had much greater
pressure put upon it than the hundreds of smaller moﬂuments scattered across
the.countfy, which were polite and comforting ge.stures- at their core. The new

'World Trade Center compleﬁ could not be as familiar or as empty of direct
representation; instead, it was obligafed to generate a new geography that could
not exist within the traditional bounds of pre-9/11 existence.

| - '- Ultimately, the most prominent apd symbolically weighted structﬁre,On
the 8-acre National 9/11 Memorial complex is One World Trade Center; the
new tower that has been collofluially dubbed the “Freedom Tower.” Though
Reflecting Absence and the surrounding expanse of trees,.plaques and granite has
been granted the fask of memorializing 9/11 with equa] gestures towards

memory and recovery, One World Trade Center is perceived as the nation’s

44, Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” in The Anfi-Aesthetic: Essays on Posi-Modern Culturé,
ed. Hal Foster (New York: The New Press, 2002), 46.
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central rebuttal to the terrorist attacks. This is indubitably a result of the

| universal fixation on the Twin .Towers’ collapse; Baudrillard claims their
destruction served the “strongest symbolic shock™*% to near and far spectators,
énd related images and videos remain the dominant representation of the attacks
on September 11%. As the tenth anniversary arrived and phjrsical and psychic
recovery seemed near absoluté, our collective imagination became thirsty for a
replacement image—one that was grounded in tangible reality,.and related to a
triurﬁphant feat. The incessant repetition of the former towers burning needed to
be matched by an even more singular entity, which has an "obligation to be

- saturated with even more mea%ling; “Whate{rer replaces ['the Twin ToWersj,’_’
David Simpson wrote iﬁ 2006, “can hardly avoid sinking into a morass of |
signiﬁcatilon. of the most contri§ed and hortatory kind.”*¢ It is no surprise that,.
the most effective replacemen.t- of a horrific American memory must b;a- a “more
strident call fdr triumphalism,” Simpson continues, “'and’] an economié and
‘patriotic display of national and local energy that can pass muster as émbodying
the 'épirit of America..”” Thus, a gleaming, singlé tower is in the process of being
erected, with a mirrored exterior that seems to deflect any inklings of .future |
threat, and aﬁy possible criticisfn of America’s [carian Com_pulsions.. Hal Foster
condenses the requests of Americans to a single demand: “Build them higher than

before,” he emulates, adding, “as if the problein were penile dysfunction—and,

45, Jean Baudrillard, “L’esprit du Terrorisme,” South Atlantic Quarterly 101, no. 2 {2002): 405.
46. David Simpson, /1 1: The Culture of Commemoration (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006}, 61.
47. Ibid. : : : : _ S
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perhaps, imperially speaking, it is.”#8 The monstrous obelisk that is now being
built purportedly celebrates “global democracy and global freedom,” as the initial
‘architect Daniel Libeskind claimed,* meant to be looked upon and admired by
the world population. Ironically, it will also obrscure floors upon ﬂoofs of office.
workers, quietly occupyihg theif‘ roles within the capitalist nétworks of an
international force—just as their predecessors in the T'win Towers were also
doing on Septémber 11th,-2001. Thaf is, if the offices even become filled; Hal
Foster remarked, skeptically, “lower Manhattan hardly needs 10 million more
square feet of office space at a time when 14 million sit empty.” He also remained
_dubious of other corﬁmerce—driven developments, mai'nta_inihg that “it is not clear
if people will return to lofty restaurants #nd observation decks, let alone rent
o_fﬁce.s and retail sp_aée.”50 The assorted‘proposais for the cbmmerqial functions of
the tower were infroduced in.‘.candem with fantasies of symbolic a;hievement and
national tritﬁﬁph, which were equal in number,-yet___much. more restrained by
America’s limited vocabulary of patriotic celebratioﬁ. Because of their integration
into the larger fantasy of the rebuild, the plans for restau.rants, sho_ps, and
miscellaneous mercantile destinations within and‘ around the tower become part
of the spectacle of renewal—not only devoted to the American-spirit, but also to
a fresh, rebranded urbanism. The Freedom Toﬁer (Fig. 3) 1s pérhéps most
invigor.ating for its perceived, cenotaphic ability to shﬁt the Iid on a decade-long

era of mourning and readjustment, and has thus been meticulously designed and

48. Hal Foster, “In New York.,” London Review of Books 25, no. 6 (2003), p. 13.

49. Daniel Libeskind, Breaking Ground {New York: Riverhead Books, 2004}, as quoted in David Simpson,
9/11: The Culture of Commemoration {Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 70.

- 50. Hal Foster, “In New York.,” London Review of Books 25, no. 6 (2008), 17. .
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Fig. 3. A National 9/11 Memorial rendering made by the Lower
Manhattan Development Corporation in 2004, showing One World
Trade Center and Reflecting Absence. Courtesy of the LDMC.
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heralded as something “new” and transcendent. Indeed, its .towei‘ing height,
elegant steel-and-glnss fagade and nearly impenetrable construction will turn it
into a realized spectacle of the urb_an ideal. What most don’t realize is One World
Trade Center’s similarity to other 9/11 commemorative gestures,l due to its
adherence to familiar, pré—existing criterion and modes of expression. Early
planning‘for the site began to coalesce only months after the attacks, signaling
the same municipal compulsion to designate meaning and launch
commemoration as Bush’s first 9/11 statement. Daniel Libeskind’s vision for the
“IFreedom Tower” and the surrounding complex were reportedly inspired by the
architect’s first sighting of the Statue of Liberty, during his immigration to the
_United States; the anecdote recalls the same references to divine inspiration as
Congress’ spontaneous.chorus on the steps of the Capitol Building on the
evening of September 11t%, 2001. Perhaps most importantly, One World Trade

~ Center has been marked as a fortified beacon of a new era, somehow shifting the
paradigm of a city’s civil operations while being coated in what David Simpson
rightly cslls the “coercive and inevitably pastiche coinages”s! invented by Daniel
Libeskind, Governor Patz;ki and Mayor Giuliani. Sm."ely., tne tower hoasts
superlative statistics, but its reach upwards and its.s,upposed immense
commercial potential places it within our familiar ﬁxation with expressing
largesse and reaﬁirming our own capitalist potency. Such is the general mission

of the skyscraper.

51. David Simpson, 9/1 1: The Culiure of Commemoration (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006}, 63.
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"~ Nathan Lyons, from After5/11. © YalUniver_sity Art Gallery, 2003.

- Chapter 3
- Production and Consumption: American Flags and Commemorative Kitsch
While the federal government, staté governmenté, smaller communities

“and appointed “commissions” and committees were orchestrating very public
meinorials to 9/11, indépendent gestures were also being made with eQual fervor.
Like the “official” commemorative practices spanning the last ten years, they too
have drawn upon a limited vocabular&.with the purpose of reaffirming America’s

_ percéived stréngth ﬁnd righteousness. The small assortment of patriotic images
and phrases that have been employed are intensely. familiar, and had élready been
well established as American motifs before_ISeptember 11th, 2001. Just like the

bagpipes and granite cenotaphs mentioned earlier, they exist as pre-associated,



Halpert, Juliana . : | 40

accessible symbols to everyone whom the media permits to see them.

Additionally, their famﬂiarity aids 9/11’s superﬁcial in{egration into America’s

larger historical narrative. Wav_ing ﬂagé '_uud_buying t-shirts and :s:l_ui)“ping

patriotic decals on the back of one’s truck are simply contemporary .inca-rna_tion_s
our culture’s immodei"ute ten'deucy to meulorialize events through indivi_dualistic |
expressmn and remedfal con.sumerlsm To say that other cultures do not mourn
tragedles by dlstrlbutmg flowers, tokens, and teddy bears, and by Wavmg flags -

_ w_ould of course be 1ncprr¢¢t. Howevey, thg\sheer quantlty of these_ ‘ge's_tures after
_é/ 11 indicates how compatible these pfaéﬁces have be_come with America’s
consumer culture, and the “_céntrél role” it pluys 1n “shaping citizenship and
national identity,” as Marita Sturken writes in Tourists of Hz’stgry: Mémom/, Kitsch,
and Consumerism from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero.”? In her text, Sturken locates
the development of private commemorativé culture in the United States within

~ the post-World War II period, when a “national sense of triumph” managed to

“subsume any mourning of the dead into a nationalist narrative that continued

through the affirmation of American consumerism in the postwar years of cold

war politics.” She also explores the Socip—historical ofigins of this country’s

“unprecedented national focus on cultural memory and nationally sanctioned

remémbrance.”53 Such broad contextualization exceeds the scope of this project,

but her examination of how commemorative kitsch fosters “political acquiescence,

62: Maria Sturken, Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consumerism ﬁ'om Oklahoma City to Ground Zero.
2007 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 14.
' 58, Ibid, 18.
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and infantilizes citizens while promoting the United Stafe’s “innocence”’* will
- prove useful in illuminating the nationalist coding of these objects and images.
Ultimately, the purchase and display of 9/11 commemorative objects has
become the primary method for citizens to express American nationélism. This -
‘ relationship, and its limited lexicon of imagery, has been firmly established for
decades. What becomes central to the commemoration of 9/11 is the resulting
high level of familiarity associated with the various objects, images,: and
phrases—combined methods that have been used for decédes, if not longef, to
signify patriotism and mourning. Therefore, the use of the American flag, teddy
bears; commemorative coins, and age-old cries of “T#hese colors don’t run” and
“United we stand,” has turned these consuﬁierist rituals into very conscious
references to this commemorative tradition. Like the reenactment of traditional
military ceremonies, replete with bagpipes and gun salutes, virtually every
banner, key chain, and shrine to the victims of 9/11 is designed and consumed
with the intention of placing the catastrophe alongside our other fables of
American heroism. As Adrian Parr claims in Deleusze and Memorial Culture: Deszre,
Stngular Memory, and the Politics of Trauma, the well-established “industry of
memorial culture,” has become primarily “semiological.”ss A cr.ucial distinction is
that the attacks on September 11% have also consistently been portrayed as
America’s most important moment—our long-awaited climax in a supposed fight

for liberty and justice against any number of heretic foes. From this position a

54. Ibid, 25.
55, Adrian Parr,Deleuze and Memorial Culture: Desire, Singular Memory, and the Politics of Trauma (Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 168.
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new, alleged era of exeeption intersects with a habituated vocabulary for
expressing our own significance.

“I came in from [John F.] Kennedy [International Airport] to find
American flags flying all over the Upper East Side,” wrote author Joan Didion in
2002.5 Indeed, among the many methods for Americans to express solidarity
with victims and country after the attacks, displaying the American flag was
undeniably the most fampant. If was also the most instantanecous; a New York
Times article reveaied that Wal-Mart had sold 366,000 flags nationwide in the
two days after September 1 1th—r0ughly.2000% more than the same dates the
previous year. Other ﬂag;making companies were also reportedly swamped with
buéiness; between making small, portable and plastic flags to larger, hanging -
versions, the Annin & Company flag factory “tripled production” as its erﬁployees
“‘gained a different perspective on their work.” The factory’s manager is quoted,
describing the facility’s hectic new schedule as a “wartime atmosphere” and
recalling his father’s similar experience making ﬁghter-_planes ina General
Motors plant after Pear]l Harbor.5? An update by the Times in March of 2002
confirms that September 11t indeed provoked the company’s 'largest surge in
demand for American flags, at least in company president Joe LaPaglia’s “35-year
career.”s® Buying and purchasing flags has remained popular in the past ten

years, with perennial surges on the anniversaries of 9/11 in observance of Patriot

56. Joan Didion, “Fixed Opinions, on the Hinge of History.” Fintage Didion (New York: Vintage Books,
2004), 176.

57. Julian E. Barnes, “A Nation Challenged: Proud Spirits; As Demand Sears, Flag Makers Help Bolster
Nation's Morale, The New York Times (New York, NY), September 23, 2001.

58. Aaron Donavan, “Update: Annin & Company; 138 Strlpes 50 Stars, 800 Tired Workers, The New York
Times (New York, NY), March 10, 2002.
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.Day. The tenth anniversary in 2011, predicfably, provoked a particuhﬂy large
swell. As Sturken points out, the “consumption of flags” is doubly powerful, as it
“signal[’s7] the..promotion not simply of patriotism but of consumerism.”*® Their
display has become inextricably linked with collective reéovery and political
u.nity.

Among the most prqﬁlinent displays of the flag were at sports games;
from September 8t to. 11th, 2011, enormous Arﬁerican‘ flags covered the entire
.playin.g field before game play at each National Football League game—the days
-surrounding the anniﬁrersary also happened to be opening weekend for the sport.
Majbr League Baseball teams who played on the anniversary were reqﬁired by
the organization to wear .speci-al commemorative cai)s, which- wlere identical but
for a small American flag stitched into the sides. Amidst wide coverage and
contrbVefsy, the New York Mets atteﬁlptéd to. wear the special caps that théy
adorned during their ﬁfst game after the :9/ 11 attacks, which honored the FDNY
and NYPD, but were denied the right by MLB commis.sioners.60 "The sports
organizétion’s desire to standarfiize theii; memorial gesfure on the anniversary
isn’t surprising, or questionable—but it does speak to the special power of 6ne,

' repeatéd image, displayed unanimously. This unanimity that the American flag
-'represents for all its bearers is quite central to its purpose. Sturken sees common,

reproducible symbols and objects as “not only embodying a p.articﬁlar kind of

59. Maria Sturken, Tourists of History: Memory, Kiisch, and Consumerism from Oklahoma Czty to Ground Zero.
2007 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 57.

60. Adam Rubin, “Mets can't wear NYPD, FDNY hats,” ESPN, September 12, 2011, :
hitp://espn.go.com/new-york/mlb/story/_/id/6958670/new-york-mets-wear-nypd-fdny-hats-9-11-game
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prepackaged sentiment, but as conveying the message fhat this sentiment is one
that is universally shared.”®! Not only does this simplify the experience or
“political compléxity”ﬁg of an event, but it alsé contributes to the enhanced”
glorification of the object or image. A popular tale in the days after September
11th 2001 inf/olves three ﬁreﬁghters raising a flag at Ground Zero, a spectacle
| that was first photographed for The Record, a New Jersey newspaper, and
subsequently circulated due to its likeness to the related I.WQ Jima stunt. In the
image, the ﬁreﬁghtérs stand around a crooked flagpole as two of .them cooperate
in hoisting the flag to the top of poie. All three of them cock their heads upward,
looking at the flag jusf above their heéd, and the i)ostures are reminiscent o-f the
Medieval proclivity for f)ainting figures with gazes turned upwards, looking
towards thé heavens. Some aesthetic hiérarchies of space have remained intact,
and the elevation of the flag in this photograph—ﬁnd in general use—-——indubitably
grants it .sanctity. Despife combining efforts with the City of New York, the
alleged former owner of the now famous, flag in the phdto hés failed to locate it,
and has now set up an elaborate website devoted to its retrieval .5
* The fetishization of the flag continued to germinate after 9/11. In Aprii of

2002; the Ne‘w York Times wrote a profile of a So‘the'by’s auction of 90. historic

American flags. Formerly belonging to a retired business executive and avid

61. Maria Sturken, Tourists of History: Memory, Kitsch, and Consimerism. from Oldahoma City to Ground Zero.
2007 (Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 22.
" 62. Ihid.
" 63, Shlrley Dreifus, Help Find the Flag, last accessed 2/15/ 12, http://findtheg] 1flag. com/.
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collector, the flags were set to comprise Sotheby’s “largest flag auction ever.” ¢*
Elaborating on the apparent f‘high volume of callé about the sales,” the article
quofes the auction house’s folk art director attributing the attention to “the .
growing popuiarity of flags as collectibles,” which is “partly the result of patriotic
., fervor generated by the events of September 11t.”65 The majority of these flags |
correspond.ed his_toricaﬂy with the 19th century and earlier, and yet their recently
inflated value as cultural emblems has alsd directly incre_ased. their monetary
value. It is a perfect example of the way 9/ 11 superimposed new meaning upon
preexistent, bre—valued symbols in érder to insert itself'in the historical order and
create a refreshed market of capitalism. It also reveals how cultural capital and
economic capital have become virtually seamless. “Experts” predicted flags iﬁ the
auction would‘sell_ for as much as $50,000.5¢

While American flags have filtered into the “high” tiers of our culture,
fhey have also permeated the “low” with even greater magnitude. Embodied in a
shockingly wide assortment of commémorative objects—that almost invariably
remain well within fhé parameters of “kitsch,”—the stars and stripes have
- become the clearest mark of solidarity after 9/11. Without the decoratién of the
ﬂlag, consumer items remai.n_unabashe'd commodities,. dnly meant for functional
uée and proﬂt. A]ternatély, the flag’s presence transforms pr(.)ducts-into higher
symbols of belief and ailegiance. Given their symbolic superiority, f‘t’s curious

that the American flag is emblazoned upon so many functional items; their

64 Kate Murphy, “Arts in America: Down from the Flagpole Up in the Museum Gallery, The New York
Times (New York, NY), April 9, 2002, . ‘ .

65. Ibid.

66. Ibid.



Halpert, Juliana | | l : 46

signification of, above all, a commitment to a set of values. mu;st defy assumptions
that businesses and porporations only have money in mind. One can only assume
that this strategy is effective, and the addition of an American ﬂag is immensely
profitable. In its online store, Wal-Mart currently-sells an extensive selection of
“products that cépitalize on Old Glory: in additions to actual ﬂ.ags in five different
sizes, items include an “Old Fashioned American Flag Mousle Pad,” and
“American Flag Dog Sweater,” a “Trével American Flag Mug,” an “American
'Flag Dog Bed,” and an “American Flag Humingbird Feeder.” Ali items support
the exact purpose and function as their counterparts that lack the decoration of
the stars and stripes. Marita Sturken makes an important poinf that before 9/11,
it was éasy to witness “ironic commentary on the flag, whi(;h has a long histdry. .'
in American art and popular culture” until it went “under siege” following the
| attacks. She concludes, “an ironic éngagément with the flag is impossible in this
climate, [as7] the flag itself has taken on new dimensions of kitsr..:h.”ﬁ’f'. '

Just as 1t occupied entire football fields and upper—tier art auctions, the
American flag has clearly had an enormous preSence.within the market of low-
level consumer producté and commeﬁlorative tokens. in the years following 9/11.
.While the former inciicates the flag’s high value as -a symbol aﬁd historical object,
how does its coexistence within the latter category of cheap, accessible and tacky

- items not negate this worth? As Clement Greenberg writes in his famous essay,

67. Maria Sturken, Tourssts of History: Memory, I(ztsch, and Consumerism, ﬁom Oklahoma Czi_,‘y to Ground Zero. .
2007 {Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 57.
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Figs. 4.1. and 4.2. The “World Trade Center Tribute Towers” and

“Freedom’s Light Endures” comprise the Bradford Exchange’s
“We Will Never Forget Sculpture Collection,” released in 2011.
Each figure is currently priced at $99.96. o '

- 47
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“Avant-Garde and Kitséh”, in a “stable society that functions well enoﬁgh to hold
in solution the contradictions between its classes, ['this] cultural dichotomy
becomes somewhat blurred.”é® As long as the “lower” objects somewhat
consciously zmitate the formal qualities or dgties of higher art forms, the value of
the employed symbol remains intact. “Kitsch is vicarious experience and faked
sensations,” Gfeenberg declares. “[Tt] changeé z‘lcc'ording to style, but remains
always the same” (p. 10). This criteria still déﬁnes the aspirations and limitations
of kitsch, and can easily bé applied to the \}arious teddy bears, t-shirts, snow
globes, commemorative coins, and other trinkets devoted to celebrating
patriotism. and memori_alizing 9/ 11. Though Am_erica‘nr ﬂags re_main the most
_prevalent symbol and ,d.;ém(.)nét.rafior_l of kitsch's appropriéﬁve- tér;dent;y, the
examination of commemo.raii\;e.kjtiéqh shbﬁld .;:IISO includel_‘ﬁih'e_éxpanded network
of 9/11 symbols as well: |

For the tenth anmversaryof S_eptémber 1 l.th, 200 1 the __g_pline store of ‘t_he ‘
collectibles merchant.Thé Bradf'ord Exchahge released a p:air of collectible,
commerﬁorative statues caﬂled th"e_ “We Will Never F orget Scul.p_t;lre Collection”
(Figs. 4.1, 42) 'Listed at $9996 USDf-br féur installments of $24.99——the
. collection included one fendering’ of the T'win Towérs, -répufabiy “hand-crafted”
~and made of “artists’ resin.”6® The towe.rs are gloriously cloaked by a cloth
- American flag that ripples, as thé result of Some imaginary-w-i.nd" and hangs over

“the top edge of the North Tower as its other edge swoops downward to hang just

68. Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” A7t and Culfure: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press,
1989), 14. : , '
69. “Patriotic Sculptures Honor Anniversary of 9/11,” The Bradford Ezchange Online,
http://www bradfordexchange.com/products/917538 september-11-sculpture-collection.html.
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above thé surface of the sculpture’s hard-plastic base. The second sculpture
features the Statue of Liberty in a nearly identical arrangement. Both can be
illuminated n sh.if’cing hues of red, white and blue at only “the flick of u switch,”
and come with non-specified “Certificates of Authenticity.”? In many ways, these
objects embocly the aesthetic and rhetorical aspirations of all 9/11
commemorative kitsch produced in the last ten years. The dramatically draped
flag, the thrée—color lights and the “silver—ﬁnis-h title plaque” that reads—-
predictably—"We Will Never Forget,” bleed with the “sentimental excess” that
Marita'Sturkf:n says defines contémlé)orary American consumer values.”™ And yet, -
it also strains to signify high quality and craftsmanship, which, in its careful

* deliberation, signifies a purity of intentions and authenticity. Authenticity in the

_. I.lroduct description’s own usage must denote its officialdom as zl culturally
sanctioned mode of remembran_ée, and the statue’s status as an original work of
art. However, thé plastic. statues remain, almost proudly, well within t_he bo_unds
of kitsch Aasxpro.ducts that-use antiquated signifiers of extravagance and class. The
company’s own language. reveals its semi—c_onscioué squaring blelt'.cw,ee:n high-ticket
and spin-off: the product description boasts that the flag on each statue is made of
“real fabric;” the figurines are rendered vﬁth “artists’ resin;”7? aﬁd the optional
staggered payments recall informercials and clearly cater to people .w.ith limitéd

- disposable income. The manufacturer’s—and customer’'s—own awareness of

70. Ibid.

71. Maria Sturken, Tourists of History: Memory, Kztsch, and Consumerzsm  from Oklahoma City to Ground Zero
2007 (Durham Duke Unlvers1ty Press, 2007), 18.

72. “Patriotic Sculptures Honor Anniversary of 9/11," The Bradford Excka?zge Online, 1ast accessed 2/ 17/ 12,

http://www bradfordexchange.com/products/917538 septemher 1 t-sculpture-coflection.html,
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their active engagement of kjtsch‘applies to virtually every 9/11, consumer
object. The aesthetic has become central to personal, patriotic expression, and
therefore has become recapitulated as the most authentic form. For months after
the attacks, small shrines to \}ictims.lined the streets of Manhattan, containing
: signé, candles, teddy bears, dolls, and other small, cheap trinkets. Commenting
on the Museum of the City of New York's plan to collect an assortment of these
objects for archiving, the museum director Robert Macdonald told a reporter
from the Dazily News, “This is not fine art—this is not Monet. But it's ephemera,
It’s real. It's history.””* Managing to keep commemorative gestures affordable
and modest is not what should be criticized; instead, it is the employment of
~ formulaic, kitsch-y consumer objects that Americans use to express their
response to a catastrophe that desefves- scrutiny.

While_ buying and displaying commemorative kitsch has become the
default, and szt “natur.al” method for iﬁdividuals to‘expréss solid‘arity,. some
have indeed seen it as perilously reductionist. “As if overnighf,- the irr_ecoﬁéilable _
event had been made manageﬁble,” Joan Didion writes, “[and] reduced to the
sentimental, to protective talismans, totems, garlands of garlic, repeatedrpietie_s
fhat WOlﬂ.d come to seem in some ways as destructive as the evént itself”" The
simplistic, imperative demeanor of thése obj eéts certainly works to ease the

digestion of an incomprehensible event by an exceptionalist nation. Hal Foster

_ * 73. Dennis Hamill, “Home for the Memories: City Museum’s New Mission is to Preserve our Days of
Horror & Heroism,” The New York Daily News, (New York, NY), October 14 2001,
74. Joan Didion, "Fixed Opinions, on the nge of History." thage Didion (New York: Vintage Books
2004, 176-177.
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elaborates: “In part, the blackmail that produces our categorical agreement
operates through its tokens.””s Furthermore, the deliberate use of kitsch to
commemorate 9/11 is a conscious reference to its pre-established status as an
essential American memorial practice. Teddy bears, snow globes, and other
collectibles have also been made for the Oklahoma City bombings, Pearl Harbor,
and, as Sturken points out, virtually every tourist destination in the United
States. This rampant tendency has turned our production of collective memory
nto a “semi-autonomous force,” cl_éims Adrian Pa_rr, and “one that reduces

trauma to an object of reification {or]] entertainment value” (p. 174).7

75. Hal Foster, “Yellow Ribbons.” Lendon Review of Books 27, no 8 (2005), 29.
76, Adrian Parr, Deleuze and Memorial Culture: Desire, Smgular Memory, and the Politics of Trauma
{Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2008), 174.
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: Chapter 4
The “Course” of the Towers in 9/11 Imagery

"~ The first figurine in the “We Will Never Forget Sculpture Collection” also
testifies fo the undying preoccupation with the Twin Towers over the pastten
years. This preoccupation, while stamped and sculpted into many
commemorative consumer products, has been multiplied inﬁniteiy more times
within the ephemeral currents of the news media and the _In.ternet. “Although I .

believed at the time that what I'had witnessed would be indelibly etched in my
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mind,” Robert Storr writes about his experience witnessing the attacks firsthand
in New York, “since then I have been forced to contend with the ways those
traces are now crowded by...the thousands of other images of the same situation
seen from different angles through différent lenses.” He remarks that the images
have éclipsed his own recollection of the évent, a “paradox” that is “exponentially
amplified by [the pictures’] aggregaie” (p. 9). David Simpson also comments on
the media’s exhaustive use of the Twin T.o.wers’ image, labeling the attacks on
the World Trade Center towers a strictly “flat-screen phenomenon,” that is
“repetitively seen while it cannot be ‘imagined’” (p. 16). Didion concurs that the
vision of the towers burning has constituted the ‘;;‘,_ingle, irreducible image” (p.
176) of 9/11 that was claimed by the nation quickly, and almost inevitably. It is
reasonable to estimate that a great majority of daily newspapers in the United
States placed an image of the North or South tower in ﬂéme_s on its front page,
above the fold.”” Surely, the attacks on and subsequent collapse of the World
Trade Center Twin Towers were the most sensational event on September 11,
due to their dramﬁtic location and the immense symbolism of the towers as feats
of American power and economic virility. But it is important to note that there is
a distinction between using an image to communicate “news” and inforrhation,

" and appropriating an image to memorialize—or recall—a parﬁcular eveﬁt. Each

represents an opposing glance forward and backward in time, respectively, and

77. Max Frankel, September 11 2001 (Florida: The Poytner Institute, 2001). Franlel is a former executive
editor at the New York Times, and compiled the front pages of almost 150 newspapers from around the United States
and beyond in this monegraph. The compilation supports this assumption; virtually every front-page photo showed
the Twin Towers, burning or mid-collapse.
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therefore serves a contrasting epistemological pﬁrpose. Images and content in
| newspapers and television broadcasts are coded as fresh, raw information being
' delivered.f‘rom a void of distant, unknowable circumstances; they i)résent a future -
for a community that cannot see itself entirely. For everyone but" those New
Yorkers in direct site of the Twin Towers when they were bombarded, the
phbtographs and videos of the attacks acted as the surrogate reality, and the
. purest, most objective‘ account of its horror. (Of course, the deliberate .terror of
‘these attacks greatly accounts for our fascinatioh.) Conversely, commemorative
use of Twin Towers images implies théir own representation of a past event, and
their own status as a reproduction. In the quickly—pro&uced tribute posters,
magazine afticles, ‘tribute web pages .and miscellaneous; .fre.e-ﬂ.oating memes that
' éurfacéd after the attacks, the towers were frequently portrayed in their formérly
' iﬁtact state, and often complemented by any combination of the American flag,
bald eagles, the Statue of Liberty, and patriotic‘ mantras (Fig. 5) Over the past
ten yeérs, the image of the Twin Towers ﬁnd its many iﬁcarnat’iohs seem to have
possessed an inﬁnité half-life by circulating across the Internet and remaining 6n
the walls of offices, shopping mallsl, and-h_omes. They deserve to be distingﬁished
from kitsch objects, for they are not tied to commodiﬁed value; nor can they ever
become as permanent or substitutive as monuments. Each. one becomes an
eﬁhemeral, Beﬁjahﬁ'm'dn aura of the United S.tz.ltes." experience'.on '9/_ 11—both
intangible. and completely familiar, and, as Joan Didién said,-. “irréducible.”

‘While images of the Twin quers burning coveréd the news media, and

allegedly reflective commemorative memes focused primarily on their formerly
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intact state, a third genre of9/11 imagery was fixated on the. aftermath of their
destruction. Countless collections of photographé that focused upon Ground Zero
* and the state of New York City in the months after the attacks have been
assembled into lafge—scale photo.graphy books and art exhibitions throughout the
past ten years. Most seek to portray the atmosphere of a post—Q/ 1i New York
| with a greater level of poignancy and photojournalistic devotion than images in
the former two categories; the many, fairly repetitive photographs of New York
streetscapes that feature victiﬁs, mourners, first responders, and general
observers, all seem inteﬁt on grabbing a reading of New Yorkers’ first, emotive
reactions to.the attack. DIY memorials and shriﬁes, perceived as equally pure
- gestures, are also common subjects, as are scenes of the immense wreckage itself..
Most possess formal qualities that convey their status as objective accounts of an
up-close reality, unfiltered. Though, as Susan Sontag writes in Regarding the Pain
~of Others, the “credentials [of photography’] are inbuilt,” an amateurish .aestht_-:‘tic
makes the documenting-of monﬁment:—ﬂ events seem “more .a-uthe;ntic.”?‘" She
- claims that photos taken by amateurs or composed in “one of several familiar
anti-art styles,” which are, according to her, “just as serviceable,” can now
“compete with the best, so permissive are the standards for a memorable,
eloquent picture.”” Sontag’s acknowledgment that preexisting modes of
conveying “authenticity” and. spont#neity in photographs are, By now, fairly well’

established tropes in photojournalism, is quite astute. Awareness of this tendency

- 78. Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2003), 27.

79. Thid.
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| will reveal the great extent to which “higher’.’ realms of photography now covet
the less polished, “democratic” image. As a result of these new criteria, the
composition in many acclaimed 9/11 photographs is loose, and technical
elements are often noticeably “off;” subjects are sometimes slightly out of focus,
. or a.photograph 1s 'unde'rexposed due to inadequate light. In addition, traces of
emotlonahty typlcally appear subtle and unplanned—and certalnly never
overwrought ln 2001, Magnum Group Books published New York September 11
' by Magnum Pkotogmp/zers 80 featurmg Work of esteemed photopurnahsts and fine--
art photographers like Bruce Gllden Susan Me1selas and Thomas Hoepker Most
photographs center on the 1mmed1ate days after the terrorlst attacks in New
York City, and use th1s del1’oerately amateunsh technlque of ﬂymg low R
artlstlcally speakmg” (Sontag, p. 27) A color photograph by Alex Webb (F1g 5)
shows a dark evenlng scene of Wh1te—oollar men Walklng along a brldge away
fronl Manhattan thlck clouds of smoke obscurmg the skyhne behlnd them in a
pinkish, fiery hue. The disheveled office workers are slightly out of focus as they
march towards the left edge of the frame, una‘ware of the photographer’s
presence. Despite their placement in the immediate foreground, these figures
aren’t exactly the focal point of the photograph, being slightly blurry and
unexpressive. The smoky, vivid sky is the image’s least quotidian feature, but its

expanse also doesn’t seem to receive great emphasis. As a result, Webb’s

80. Magnum Group Books, New York September 11 by Magnum Photographers (New York: powerhouse
Books, 200 1) _
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Fig. 5. Alex Webb's photogr'aph of office walkers 1eaving Manhattan via
, . foot on September 11, 2001. Published in New York September 11 by
_ . : ' Magnum Photographers (New York: powerhouse Books, 2001}
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influence as a filter of content and meaning has b‘een'diminished, and the viewer
- treats the photograp_h as a raw, unsentimental transmitter of reality.
~ This raw; amateurish aesthetic also granted non—professional.
photographers and snapshot-taker to a level of equal authority; 9/11
photographs have hence become evaluated primarily upon thoir proximity to the .
event, and on their-intrepidity. Scores of photography exhibitions and
photography monographs—all cleanly within the genre of the “coffee-table
book”—were assembled in the first few years after the attacks, featuring equal
quanti"cies' of images taken by photographers and civilians who happened to have
a point-and-shoot camera on hond. Some have great artistic merit, most have
immense value .as artifacts of an immensely historical sitqation, and the majority
of -images exist as redundant exercises of “knowing” .the reality of 9/11. “Oniy a
handful of images are unique to each book,” remarked a Washington Post staff
| writer, in a piece that overviewed the emergence of 9/11 coffee-table books In
* sum, he called the books’ management_of the tragedy “te_rribly proper, of the ‘we
' | don’t talk about the dead’ tradition of polite avoidance.”®! All implicitly claim to
be a comprehensive authority on the é‘.cmosphericjnature of New York City after |
the terrorist attacks. One photography éxhibition that Sontag identifies as
“exemplary”s? of tﬁese tendencies is Here is New York: A Democracy of

Photographs,s® which was a massive show erected a few weeks after September

§1. Philip Kennicott, “Bringing Death Back Into the Parlor: A New Batch of Coffee-Table Books
- Commernorates 9-11," The Waskington Post (Washington D.C.), December 16, 2001

82. Susdn Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Picador, 2008), 70.

83. Here is New York: A Demacmcy af Phatagnzpiw online archzve, last acc‘essed 2/20/ 12,
hitp: // herezme'cworlf or.q/ inder2.asp.
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11t 2001, featuring over a thousand photographs takeh by both professionals
and amateurs. At the exhibition and on its current, expansive online catalogue,
the author of e.ach photograph is not disclosed, despite the inclusion of work by
many prolific photographf:rs.. The high volume of p_hotbgraphs along with the
' canéellﬁtion of their authorsh_ip demonstrafes how Here s New Torl;’s privileges
“réality’ " over artistic manipulation or notoriety. It is a worthy pursuit, and a
stirring, effective show, but it dogs ultimately cater to the belief that 9711 can be
conveyed through an “objective” presentatioh of photography—and photography
almost all well within the borders of a particular genre. |

Countiess other coffee-table books and art exhibitions capitalize on their
'oétengible abiﬁty to provide new and absolufe awareness of 9/11. Among the
| collection are the monographs Above Hallowed Ground: 4 Photographic Record of
9/11, assembled by NYPD photographers,* Pilgrimage: Lobking at Ground Zero
'. by a Vermont photographer named Kevin Bubriski,?* and the colossal Aftermath,
which features acclaimed photographer Joel Meyerowitz’s enormous photographs
of the Wlfeckége at Ground Zero.#¢ His images are much more composed, steady,
and authOII*ita.tive; but their mission is still to doc.umen't an un-distilled reality. In
addition to Here s New York, other photography exhibitioﬁs focusing on the .
élftermath of 9/11 -iﬁclude The September 11 Photo Project” which displayed

amateur photographs of the small shrines and memorials scattered across New

84. Photographers of the New York City Police Department, Christopher Sweet, David Fitzpatrick, Gregor
Demendinger. dbove Hallowed Ground: A Photographic Record of 9/11 (New York: Penguin Group, 2002).

. 85. Revin Bubriski, Pilgrimage: Looking at Ground Zero (New York: powerHouse Books, 2002)

86. Joel Meyerowitz, Aflermath (New York: Phatdon Press, 2006},

87. The September 11 Photo Praject, online archwe, last accessed 2/25/1 1,

' http: //www sepliphoto. org/html/home html
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| York, later compiling them into a book, and the Brooklyn Muséum’s Looking
Back From Ground Zero® a curated exhibit of photographs that commemorated
the fifth-year anniversary of the attacks with a broad span of images of lower
Manhattan before and after the attacks. Formal sophistication is consistently
exchanged for an “anti-art” appr(')ach, whiqh ideally yields “pure,” documentary
images of New York's—and Iiiofe broadly, oﬁr country’s—physical and
emotional condition after 9/11.

Generally; these genres of new 9/11 icons-——commemorative memes; news
photographs and photojournali_s;ié_ compilations—weéch depict a d;iétinct phase of
the World Trade Center, which has Become even Irllor_e' of an extrerﬁely potent
and multitudin.ous symbol of American ideology, following the terrorist attacks
on September 11, The three genre.shave focused upon, respectively: the Twin
Towers’ formerly intact -sfafe as two glorious monuments, standing prominently
in the New York City Sky]irj;g_:; _t_hei_r_subs'equent degtruction' in an inferno of fire
and terror; and fhe enduriﬁg aftermath of their effacement. Newé media images

were indubitably created and circulated most quickly after the terrorist attacks,

' 88. “Looking Back From Ground Zero: Images from the Brooklyn Museum Collection,” The Brooklyn
Myseum, last accessed 2/25/11, http://www.brooklynmuseum.org/exhibitions/ ground,_zero/
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Figs. 5.1-5.3. Thomas Cole, The Course of Empire: The Consummation of Empire (5.1);
Destruction (5.2); Desolation (5.3), oil on canvas, 1868. The New York Historical Society,

62
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but otherwise there is no discernible timelir.le.. And yet, the summation of these

~ three components éf 9/11 imagerj produces a discernible narrative of the Twin
Towers’ lifespan. It is a familiar arc, and one that éuriously mimics the rise and
fall of humaﬁ civilization in Thomas Cole’s famous series of péinﬁngs, The Course
‘cy” Empire (figs. 5.1-5.8). The third painting in the five-part series, The
Consummation of Emprre, depicts a flourishing city with towering, Classical
monuments and lavish féstivities; the subsequent painting, Destruction, shows the
same Cify afflicted by a violent storm ﬁs structures crumble and rﬁalevolent
érmies slay citizens. Desolation is the fifth and last painting, in which Cole _hzis
femoved all traces of human life, instea(i displaying a tranquil scene in which
monuments have crumbled and lush vegetation gradually reclaims the site.

| Despite its criticism of the dangers of human—or American, as has been
claimed—zeal, the series invests hope in the process of renewal, suggesting thét

- even social anomie and unfathoinable tragedy are components of a greater

societal cycle. Just as the infamous image of soldiers raising an American flag at

Iwo Jima contributed to the popularity of the similar photograph of firefighters

| hoisting the flag at Ground Zero, mythological narratives like Te Course of

Empire seem to have subconsciously informed our culfure’s fixation up,oh the |

sight of our own operatic rise and fall-—and, as our nation imagines, the creation

ofa nevx.r era. Through experiencing of images of the Twin Towers in fhese three

- states, each state can each be witnessed, felt, and truly “known” as they are

simultaneously relegated to a removed, manageable realm.
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Chapter 5
Ten Years Later: Parody and Critical Detachment
In the first few years after September 11th, 2001, honoring the tragedy of

the attacks by participating iﬁ commemorative practices or making patriotic
‘gestures became nearly universal, unquestionable activities. Both were swift

reflexes for the federal government, and immensely relevant duties for the news

media and ofher television programming; American citizens and smaller
| communities accepted this new project of engaging with the nation—and its
"ab(_:0mpany.ing..dogma—renewed, as street companies and large manufacturers
.a_like sold massive quantities of American flags and memorial cénsumer objeéts.

These parallel proce'sses of commemoration were, of course, most rampant in

2001 and 2002, and declined at predictable rates until their perennial resurgences
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on each anniversary. Perhaps due to our society’s penchant for partitioning
cultural eras into decades, the tenth anniversary this past year garnered the most
attention since 2001, with countless public ceremonies and events, including the
unveiling of the National 9/11 Memorial. In the weeks bc;fore and .-after the
anniversary, news media dutifully indexed community programming and - . |
produced its own memorial content. Commentary percolated across _Internét
blogs and forums as the same, aférementioned genres of ph(ﬁ_tdé éind images're-

~ circulated. 9/11 became a cldmpul_sory event for all Americans ".co _'pérticipate in—
or at least witness—a_gain. In 2001, the terrorist attacks and our corresponding
rituals of rémembrance seemed untouchable, and .unﬁt f'br s;_:'ruﬁny or humor; it
became heralded as the event that would end America’s alleged bias towards
ironic detachment and criticism. 9/11 remained a delicate subject in the
subsequent years, more or less avoided. in mainstream critique, and never
parodied. However, despite comparable volumes of patriotic effluence on the

~ tenth anniversary of the attacks, this year has witnessed the gradual integration |
of 9/11 into our vast collection of lampoon-able subjects. Perhaps the
assassination of Osama Bin Laden brought sufﬁéient closure, or the decadal unit
~ also implicitly signaled the end of the commemorative era; maybe there is simply
a threshold for how many times motifs can be emploje’d before they become too
famihiar, ;'md anachronistic. 'Any combination of the three seems plauSible, and
seems to possess the power to beckon new interpretations and portrayals of an

event that has been guarded as sacred for so long.
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'Ill-umin:«;lting the harsh resolve wifh which 9/11 was protected in earlier

years, Joan Didion noted there was an “-oi)en season” on Susan Sontag for herl
comment in The New Yorker magazi_he"s well-executed and disc.erni-ng issﬁe on
S'eptemb'er 24, 2001.89 In the brief editorial, Sontag criticized the “unanimity of
the sanctimonious, reality-concealing rhetoric spou'ted by American officials and
Iﬁedia commentators,” and declaréa, “Everything is not OK.”% As Didion points
out, Sontag was “accused of ‘unusual sfupidity’ [andT] of ‘moral vacuify’”-‘” by a
writer at The Weekly Standard. In addition, Edwgrd' Rothstein for the New Tork
T'mes used the attacks on September 11 to refute the moral relativism and
._purportedly anti;Western predilections of post-modefn and post-colonial
discourse, condemning columnists at The Nation and The Guardian who
acknowledged historicél contexts and Western injustices before 9/11 for their
“anti-Western virulence” and “wéakening of judgment against terrorism.”?2 Two
dajs later, in an article for Time Magazine, Roger Résenblatt de;:lared the “end of
' irony,” also prompted by the terrorist a‘.ctacks. and a solid rebuttal to “the good
folks in charge of America's intellectual life” who “have in‘sis'ted.that nothing was
to be believed in or taken seriously.”*® Almost all comedy programming and

entertainment categorically avoided involving 9/11 in their frequently topical

89. Joan Didion, “Fixed Opinions, Or the Hinge of History,” in Fintage Didion (New York: Vintage Books),

179. : :
90. Susan Sontag, “The Talk of the Town,” The New Yorker, September 24 2001,

http ./ /www.newyorker.com/archive/2001/09/24/0109244a_tatk_wtc.

_ 51, Joan Didion, “Fixed Opinions, Or the Hinge of History,” in Fintage Didion (New York: Vintage Books)

179.

92, Edward Rothstein, “Attacks on U.S. Challenge Postmodern True Believers,” The New York Times,

September 24, 2001,

http:/ / www.nytimes.com/2001/09/22/arts/22CONN.htmlPscp=1&sq= pomo%QOpoco&st cse&pagewanted 1.
93. Roger Rosenblatt, “The Age of Irony Comes to an End,” Time Magazme September 24, 2001,

http /lwww, tlme com/tlme/magdﬂne/artmle/O 9171,1000893,00.html.
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and edgy routines, preferring instead to break the comedic barrier and-
-acknowledge the attacks solemnly. At the begihning of The Datly Show's first

- episode after September 11t%h, 2001, host Jon Stewart spoke earnestly about the
gravity of the attacks to a silent studio, approaching: tears as he called this
obligation a “pl;ivilege;” and introduced the show as an episode full of unrelated,
amusing clips fhat “might make you chuckle.”®* Dave Letterman also debuted the
Late Shows first post-9/11 epis_ode with.a solemn monologue, as did most
entertainment programming.

.Abproximafcely ten years later, on September 12th, 2011, The Dazly Show
included in its standard, satiric program a “preview” of a special (and fake) o
episode, ostensibly to be aired the followiﬁg day. The feature Was; as the clip
| revealed, tiﬂe.d The Dazly Show ivitjz Jon Stewart Remembers 9/13/2001:
Remembe}"ing the Day We F Qrgot the Lessons of the Day We Had Sworn We Would
Always Remember, 95 and its preview mimicked the melodramatic format of 9/11
- memorial television programming by reflecting on a new tragedy: the trite,
excessive patterns of commemoration and the way they contfadict a much more
hostile American reality. The_ensUipg montage provides clips of actual
. newscasters and commentators espouSing anti-Muslim, anti-gay and other
intoierant sentiments interspe_rsed with fake testimonials of Dazly Show actors

reflecting on the horror of our new predicament. “We watched as the tragic

94. Jon Stewart, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, television, {Septemnber 20, 2001; New York: Comedy
Central), http://www.comedycentralinsider.com.

95, Jon Stewart, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, television (September 14, 2011; NEW York: Comedy
Central), http://www.thedailyshow.com/watch/mon-september-12-2011/comin g—soon——the—da;ly—show— S
remembers-9-13-2001. :
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images,” J on-Stewaft narrates over footage of the v;rreckage at Ground Zero, In a
falsely grave tone, _“becamé the Wallpapei; for every 9/11-related story.” Another
cast member grimly delivers a testimonial: “I will never forggt September 11t
éOOG,” he remarks, “I turned on the TV and saw a plane hit a building. By.the |
time fealized it was just MSNBC re-airing their original 9/11 coverage, it was
too late; I had already shit my pants.”®6 The narrow.aesthetic guidelines for 9/11
» rﬁémorial media bits are mimicked uncannily; soft piano music plays throughout
‘the montage, and a semi-translucent flag waves across a skyline between clips.
This spoof pro?es—and hinges upon—the tired familiarity of these motifs, ten
‘years later, and it unabashedly celebrates the shift into a more relaxed phase of
'awzireness. Just as 9/11 commemorative practices appl_;opriated well-known,
- preexisting symbols and traditions, cultural commentary may now employ the
* 9/11 lexicon referentially. Questions of what this overwrought vocabulary of
| Twin-Towers images, 9/11 mantras, énd memora_bilié has‘ thé power to suggest,
once it becomes a reference removed from its original context, are stﬂl being
explored_. |

In January Qf 2011, the young, unrepresénted and _self—proélaimed “pixel
artist” Anthony Michael Sneed had his first .exhibition, titled Hell for Hire at a
small, boutique art gallery on the Lower East Side of Manhatfan. Among the
Wérks he exhibited was a pa’ihting, B(fore & After;” which depicts the New York '

City sk_yline; within which the North Tower of the World Trade Center is ablaze

96. Ibid.
97. Anthony Michael Sneed, Bgfare & Afier, oil on canvas, 2011.
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and waft'ing'smoke while a jet approaches the South Tower (Fig. 6). The
painting is noteworthy for its pixelated appearance; the style references Sfbit
videogame graphics Qf the 1990s, and becomes an implicit commeﬁt on a.n icon’s
logé lof complex meaning beyond its own easj recognition. In a contemporary
discussion of this phénorﬁénon—Andy War.hol and other Pop Art explore;s :
‘certainly engaged it first—Sneed’s choice to illustrate the Twin Towers burning
identifies it as .the most emblematic image of our time. The fact that a brightly
colored, videogame realization of the attack on the Twin Towers so easily avoids
trivializing the actual tragedy of thé event indicates how the overuse of an image
can strip it of any former, tangible associations.

In 2011, satirical usages of the Twin Towers image also circulated briefly
throughout certéin realms of the Internet. Online communities designed for
sharing images, {rideos; and other inforrﬁation;like +ché1n, Reddit, and
Tumblr—-produée ﬁnd disseminate Internet memes constanﬂy, and remain sub- N
cultUral, furtive gnélaves that perpetuate a bias towards humorous, ironic and |
baStibhe content. They also are éarly generators of 9/11 parody and critique; in
an 2002 essay, folklorist Bill Ellis attributes this fact to the “distancing effect of
the Internet,” which “enables persons to-propose and circulate jokes anonymously
and with little risk of spcial retaliation.”?8 [n the summer of 261 1—and perhaps -

earlier, as memes bécomé more and more difficult to trace—a collage image

emerged on an image-aggregate blog on Tumblr, which rapidly was added to

98. Bill Ellis, “Making a Big Apple Crumble: The Role of Humor in Constructmg A Global Response to
Disaster,” New Directions in Folklore, Issue 6 Chapter 1,last accessed 2/29/12,
. http: L fwww. temple.edu/english/newfolk/bigapple/bigapple1.html.
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Fig. 6. Anthony Michael Sneed’s painting, Before & Afler, exhibited in a 2011 show at the Brooklyn art
space, ArtJail. Oil on canvas.

Fig. 6. Anthony Michael Sneed’s painting, Before & After, exhibited in a 2011
show at the Brooklyn art space, ArtJail. Cil on canvas.
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other blogs and transferred to other éites like the social ne:twork_i.ng, mainstr¢am
behemqth. facebook (Fig. 7) The image uses a familiar photograph of fhe
Manhatfan skyline, pre-9/11, with a serrii-trans]ucent American flag
' superimposed; red, block letters sbell “NEVER FORGET” in thé bottom-left
-__c.orner_. These three elements comprise the .image onto which the creator made
his or her mark; placed over each Twin Tow.er is a can of the popular alcoholic.
d}"ink Four Loko, and a crudely-painted “U” has been inserted within the word
“FORGET"; the phrase now spells “NEVER FOURGET,” and the image
becomes a tribute to the bev-'era_ge,_ which is n0§v banned in all 50 s;cafés. Just as
Anthony Michael Sneed demonstrates the Twin Towers image’s supremacy as a
contemporary pop image, “Never Fourget” selects 9/11 imagery as the best (and
most topical) way to label something a national tragedy. The sarcastic
comparison of F ouf Loko’s prohibition and a c'ataclysmi'c event is certainly -
reckless, and certainly does not aim to be understood or tolerated by all
Americans’—it wouldn’t be——.—b‘ut.the meme is emblemétic ofa relativély ﬁew
interest in lightheartedly exposing 9/11’s excessive use as a tropf;; However,
another image that spfead across the internet shows that casual appropriations of
9/11 symbols are not tolerated by evéryone; a photograph of a dark-skinned
" man, standing in a street square in another country—rumofed to be India, or
Middle-Eastern—smiling and wearing a button-down shirt, printed with the
" image of the Twin T ov_;rers burning. One blogger on the small sports blog Oﬁ the
 Record iﬁplbred, “Is this a “never .f(-)rget” type of shirt?ﬁ”lHé expressés skepticism,

adding, “If the person who made this [shirt] did it in a celébratory_ manner of the
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éttacké, then they can rot in hell.”9? The photograph also appears on the comic.
and ifnage aggregate site, “LOLWTFCOMICS,” with nothing but the title,
“Muslim With Twin Téwers Shirt 9 11.719° Visitors to the site have an option of

| voting the photograph “Funny!” or “Not Sure if Funny.” _Thouéh the site
bresents the photograph with a greater level of humorous detachment, the latter |
" option received twice as many votes. The shirt’s simplistic illustration of the .
‘Twin Towers on fire is reﬁlarkably similar to Anthony Michaél Sneed’s 8-bit |
Before & After, and the shirt’s use of this sensationalized image is, ultimately, not
very distinct from its more “appropriate” uses in coffee-table photography b_ooks. :
and other commemorative reconceptualizations. The photograph can be used as
“an example of the complicated nature of icons, and how their inherent vapidity
depends on context, or a proclaimed function, to define their meahing.

This issue gets more complicated as oné explores the ongbing production
of 9/11 commemorative products, which must rﬁanipulate_popular patriotic
~Imagery to embody pOpular {ralues and create enticing consumer ifems. ‘The
| .c;ngoing., senseless produc.tion of these kitsch-objects escaped critique for years
after the attacks, but has recently undergone scrutiny within mainstream
commentary. On September 12, 2011, Time Magazine publishe.d' an article titled,
“Whaf Did You Buy for the 9/11 Anniversary?”1°! which examined new—and |

equally questionable—methods for business owners to engage with the -

99. Micah Warren, “World Trade Center attack shirt,” Off the Record Online, December 22, 2011,
_ 100. “Muslim with T'win Towers Shirt 9 11,” LOLWTFCOMICS, December 25,2011,
hitps/ /lolwitfcomics.blogspot.com/ 201 1./ 12/ muslim-with-twin-towers-shirt-9-1 1 fumi . '
101. Feifei Sun, What Did You Buy For the /11 Anniversary?” Time US, September 12, 2011,
http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,2092823,00. html
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anniversary, with “products and services more meaningful than t-shirts, magnets,
and other traditional memorabilié,” which the reporter claims “appear to cash in
on a national tragedy.” The article then concludes that 9/_11 merchandise and
services should donate all profits after tax. Another, more unﬁbashed piece .
pui)lished on the popular humor and culture blog Cracked.com assembled a list of
“The 8 Most Shameless Attempts to Cash in (in 9/11,71°2 which included fzimiliar
types of September 11t products, ridiculed for their exploitation of the forma‘;.
‘One of the chosen products is “9/11 Memorial” wine, made and bottled by Lieb
. ._Cellars and sold for $19.11, “because,” as the blogger remarks, “even getting the
| ci-ate right is less imi:;ortant than making an extra ten dollars.” He also sziys, of a
“September 11 $20 Coin Certificate,” that “you couldn’t push dollar bills into
uselessness faster with a iighter.” These types of cdmments—a_nd even these
genres of parody and critique—were uhthinkabl:e in relation to 9/ 11 for years
after the 'terror_ist attacks. However, as select inciderices and materiais n 201 1
suggest, the packaging and framing of 9/11 has, by virtue of it{i familiarity,
become its own symboi—and therefore eligible for appropriatioii within art,

parody, and critical contemplation.

102. Luke McKinney, “The 8 Most Sharneless Attempts to Cash in on 8/11,” Cracked.com, September 27,
2011, http:// www.cracked. com/ blog/ the—s—most-shameless—attempts—-to—cash—m—g1 1/
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- Conclusion

Though primafily operating within several discreet and insular realms of
the Internet, and within entertainment media that sustains itself on satire and
pérody, appropriatiohs of 9/11’s most common motifs, tropes and usages for
humér and irony marks the beginning of a transitién into a post-9/11 era.
'Photoshopping other icons onto the most familiar 9/11 image, or mocking the
format of overly 'sentimentalized portrayals of the event, are also indications of a
more generél leaning towards a de.cidedly post-modern condition, in which
terminologies and meanings are deliberately built out of pre-existing symbols, so
that new work and artifacts become an intricate pastiche of references. It's a
cu?io'us context for the immediate explosion of 9/11 ceremonies, monuments,
American flags, World Trade Center ﬁgurines, desktop-baékground images and
coffee-table books in the years after the terrorist attacks on September 1"1“1;.
desl:;ite the many proclamations of a new era of exception, these commemorative
| practices also employed meta-references to known icons and t.ropes, with the
intent of creating a new image and signaling a new era. 9/11 is certainly

- exceptional for the- volume of attention, spectacle, and patriotic posturing that it
has garnered, but an event’s unsurpassed magnitude does not sblely generate a
different format of response. My early example of North Korea’s mandatory
mourning period and ceremonies of public cr'ying. after the death of Supreme

Leader Kim Jong-I1 was intended to embody the severest extreme of a nation’s
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standard process of construction history and public “realities.” The automaticity
of the United States goﬁernment’s response to the attacks on 9/11—the
immediate, televised statements, the instatement of Patriot Day, the military

~ ceremonies—certainly do convey that these processes also perform a fuﬁction in
the United States. The reduction of photographic imagery to a single icon, the
construction of monolithic monuments, and the rarﬁpant display of American
ﬂags—all meant to be venerated—also suggests that mythology remains an
acﬁve catalyst of state ideological forces. However, facets of American culture
have also produced their o.wn .oppositional bias to singular belief, through
enduring coﬁtinued appreciation for individualism, humor, and cultural plurality.
‘To track the grand trajectory of these critical apparatuses warrants a subsequent -
-investig.';ltion, but it can be identified here as an increasingly vibrant condition of
the United States—and one that will likely interact (or interfere) with larger,

national projects of constructing history and belief. .
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